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MY HAREM LIFE 


CHAPTER I 
THE RAID ON THE CHIEFTAIN’S FORT IN GEORGIA 


Tue bitter howling winds, which the whole winter 
had swept down our Georgian glens, had at last ceased 
to blow. Standing on the wooden terrace of my mother’s 
house I saw the morning sun strike on the snowy peaks 
far away across the valley. 

Spring had come, and with it the reminder that soon 
after vintage time my elder sister must wed, leaving me 
alone, the only prop of my widowed mother, In time 
I supposed I, too, must wed. What would become 
of my mother? Who would look after her and our clan 
property, for my father had been a Kazbek chieftain, 
and we owned much property, including walled or- 
chards and the old turreted house. Who, I wondered, 
would collect the rents for the vineyards and the 
woodlands of beech and chestnut when I should go? 

Again my eyes roved the countryside: there were our 
peasant-folk, tilling and sowing. There a small boy 
with serious face, under a high astrakhan cap, sitting on 
the yoke of oxen, was wending his way homeward, and 
away beside the silvery mountain stream women were 
laboriously washing sand, collecting gold particles ; 


while just below the terrace where I stood two house- 
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wives were baking unleavened bread in an earthen 
oven. 

My eyes roved again to the mountains where the 
beautiful ibex roamed, and where the wild grapes grew, 
and to the forests, the homes of the reindeer and ante- 
lopes, and I felt saddened to think that I must some 
day have to leave it all. 

My mother’s voice, coming from indoors, recalled me 
from my gloomy thoughts. She wanted me to have my 
morning cup of fermented mare’s milk. 

“This is good for you my child,” she said with a smile. 
“Good for your complexion—a complexion which 
would put that of any Sultana that ever was to shame.” 

‘Sultana that ever was . . .’ was a sentence that gave 
me a mental joy. Thinking of it now, after almost sixty 
years, I know her words were prophetic—prophetic as 
only words spoken in half jest can be. We highland 
women are supposed to have long sight, are believed 
to be able to see into the future. Was it a case of this 
gift in my mother given unconsciously to me, or was 
it a hint, enough for a girl of nineteen, to set her 
thinking—dreaming—planning ? 

At once when she noticed my anxious expression she 
asked what distressed me, and I tried to explain to her 
how my sister’s going would bring added responsibility 
to me. She did her best to soothe my feelings. She 
was a young woman herself yet, she said, “and more- 
over you are not yet of marriageable age—a girl of 
your years should not have such thoughts.” But I 
felt somehow, somewhere in my mind, a sense of fore- 
boding, and sipped my drink in silence. 
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Then my mother called our Persian slave girl, 
asking her to bring the ‘something’ J was to be given 
only on the day before my sister's wedding—and the 
wedding was to-morrow! 

When I untied the large parcel, my gloomy thoughts 
fled, for here were garments to please a Princess, and 
worthy of one—and to-morrow I was to wear them! 

Without waiting for my maid I carried the parcel to 
my own room, scarcely conscious of my mother’s 
reproving voice, telling me how indecorous it was. 

My hands trembled with excitement, as I began to 
try on the lovely garments before my pier-glass built 
into the wall of my dressing-room. 

They seemed wonderful to me, surely they would 
surpass even those of the bride. Voluminous trousers 
of red silk tapering at the ankles, long jumper- 
chemise of thick green satin, heavily gold embroidered 
round neck, foot and wrists and down the front and 
fastening at the throat with a heavy gold jewelled 
clasp, short embroidered brocaded vest, and a round 
pill-box cap of black velvet with hanging pearl rope 
from side to side, and a broad band of pearl embroidery 
across the front; a white gauzy silk scarf was thrown 
over this, underneath which my jet black hair was to 
be carefully arranged in long ringlets bound with pearl 
ropes. I was proud of my hair, which was longer even 
than my sister’s, and reached almost to my knees. 

My mother came into my room and said I looked 
like a harem beauty, 1 dared not make any remark in 
reply to my mother, out of respect, but it did not 
please me—we were free women of the hills, not harem 
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dolls—and again I wonder whether there was that 
strange foresight in my mother’s remark? 

My sister joined us and we began to discuss arrange- 
ments for the next day. These plans had occupied us 
for months—my sister was marrying the son of a rich 
neighbouring chieftain, and the feast and celebrations 
were to be befitting to an occasion when two rich 
powerful families are united by marriage. Does not an 
old Georgian saying have it that ‘the father passes the 
honour of the clan at his death to the children’? 

All too soon the morrow came. The day commenced 
early for us all, but I was first to open my casement 
and see the hills bathed in sunshine, and the mist, 
gauzy like the veil of to-day’s bride, still shrouding 
the valley. The song of an early shepherd floated 
across the valley—the bark of his dog. Dressing 
excitedly, I hastened to my sister's room, to find her 
just getting up; she was ever a lazybones. 

“May you always be happy as you are to-day,” I 
cried, throwing my arms round her and kissing her. 

Now noises came from the courtyard. Guests 
continued to arrive—shots were fired in welcome. 
Clansmen greeted clansmen, and neighbours, and 
friends; and to-day even focs must forget their differ- 
ences, for all must be merry and eat, and dance, 
and enjoy themselves. 

Within the next few hours the guests had assembled. 
Presents were showered upon the bewildered bride, 
silks, brocades, jewellery, fur coats, fine shawls, jewel- 
embroidered slippers, fur, silk and velvet caps, horses, 
saddles, silver- and gold-handled whips, household 
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utensils, carpets, silver belts, cushions and bolsters in 
fine gold-sewn work, and much else. 

Peeping from the windows into the courtyard below 
we saw an immense mass of people. The men in high 
hats, some of black astrakhan, others grey or white, 
and smart belted coats of woollen material. Some of 
the younger men wore belted velvet jackets trimmed 
down the front with gold tassels—others wore crimson- 
velvet jackets similarly decorated and at the waist a 
richly wrought gold dagger. Many of the men wore 
cartridge belts across their chests, but this was because 
such was their custom and not because any weapons 
except the swords and knives used for the highland 
dances would be required. ‘They were a jolly company, 
laughing and joking and prepared to add as much 
gaiety as they were capable of ut a time when all 
Georgians are particularly happy. 

The women folk were in the house, and large as 
ours was it was filled. The old women recalled their 
own wedding ceremonies and retold stories of the years 
between, while the younger girls examined cach others’ 
jewels, and, I am afraid, even exchanged some of them. 

We could see the roads were also crowded—poor 
people come at such times from far and near to share 
the hospitality, for at all Georgian weddings much is 
given away; many gallons of new wine, cake, fruit and 
swectmeats are given to all those who are passed by the 
bridal couple, and it is surprising where so many people 
come from, and how so many ‘happcn’ to be on that par- 
ticular road as the bride sets out for her new home—for 
here one ever believes a stranger to be an angel disguised. 
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All was athrob with excitement as we set off for 
the house of the priest, round which the musicians 
had already gathered, playing their mandolines, drums, 
and reed pipes, and others were dancing with swords 
glittering in the sunlight. It seems to be everybody’s holi- 
day and everyone who can dances or sings—and those 
who cannot do either are only a few of the very oldest. 

Our young kinsmen precede us to the priest's house, 
making « great show of shooting evil spirits and warding 
off wicked monsters who are supposed to crowd 
enviously round every beautiful bride. The bride 
arrives and steps out of her carriage, the kinsmen fire the 
last shots into the air, voices are raised in one reverber- 
ating shout and the bride passes to join the bridegroom. 

The ceremony over, the newly-married pair are 
received with renewed cries of ‘Good luck! and ‘Good 
health!’ and ‘Many sons and good harvests!’ and 
whatever comes first to the lips of those who catch the 
first sight of the couple. 

The kinsmen on horseback proceed as before, the 
guests follow, and wine, fruits, bread, sweetmeats, 
wheaten cakes and honeycombs are liberally distributed 
to the passers-by, who by now are in hundreds. Each calls 
good luck to the bride and groom, and showers of coins 
make the dream of even the poorest beggar come true, 

We proceeded home where a great feast was prepared, 
and seated cross-legged upon the floor the meal began. 
One does not know how much will be eaten, but one 
may be assured everyone will be hungry, and pre- 
parations have been made weeks in advance. Whole 
sheep stuffed and roasted—vegetables hot and cold— 
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meat roasted on skewers served with savoury balls— 
mounds of snowy rice—stuffed chicken—great baskets 
of fine grapes—oranges—raisins—jugs of wine—all 
food disappearing as fast almost as the many slaves 
could carry it in. A lull falls upon the company, for 
it is not good manners to speak when eating—lest the 
host thinks one is not entirely engrossed with the per- 
fection of the food—but by and by, when the wine 
goblets have been filled and refilled and emptied again 
and refilled, the guests repair to the great reception 
hall; where, lolling on the floor against rich bolsters 
round the walls, songs, not often in the same key, rise 
from a hundred voices, and strike metallically against the 
ceiling; and now the chorus, in which everybody joins, 
sounds like the wind shrieking through a storm. 

Some hours later the bride left—preceded by the 
same kinsmen who had been in attendance for the 
wedding ceremony—until the newly-married pair 
reached the borders of their kinsman’s land, and after 
firing volley after volley into the air as farewell and 
God-speed, turned homeward. 

For days, until the last relatives left, the celebrations 
continued. Then there were a few weeks while the 
house was put straight again and while relatives returned 
to pay their respects for the wedding feast—then we 
returned to the everyday life. 

It was now some months since my sister’s marriage 
and my mother and I were preparing to visit her, 
packing such garments as we would require for a weck’s 
stay—we had many new clothes as well as our best 
jewellery, and many presents for our new relatives. 
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Our Persian slave girl was packing my new garments 
when suddenly she said, “May light and wisdom guide 
our footsteps until our honoured mistress returns.” 

“Why what do you mean, Yidiz?” 

“But yesterday we heard of more clan raids.” 

“Where?” The word spoken by both my mother and 
myself sounded as one, for raids by brigands and rival 
clans were an all too common occurrence—sometimes 
men were captured and sold into the Russian Army, 
sometimes girls and women were taken and sold as slaves 
into harems of wealthy and not always kind masters. 

“It is said that the Chieftain Yajub, who bears great 
enmity to this house, is believed to be attacking, for it 
is also said that although there be no wedding or other 
celebrations at his house, yet many are gathering there.” 

My mother’s face blanched, for she did not need 
how Yajub still bore hatred to our clan because 
desired to marry my mother. 

“Fear not, Yidiz, we shall not long be gone, and, 
as you know, our clan is strong. To-day J will send 
horsemen to acquaint our relatives, and when they 
come to our aid even Yajub and all the other clans put 
together dare not venture near us.” 

“There will be times, my mistress, when we may 
not be so well guarded. None was strong enough to 
attack us while our late chieftain lived.” 

“Hush, Yidiz, speak not so,” warned my mother, but 
T saw the tears rush to her eyes, and fear came to my 
heart, The hills and the valleys always looked so peaceful, 
and yet, somewhere just out of sight, a dozen bands of 
hill robbers might be lurking, or a rival chieftain and 
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his men might be actually approaching. Suppose they 
arrived before news could be sent and help brought? 

My mother saw my distress and, hiding her own, 
she made light of the report, and ordered horsemen to 
proceed to a number of our relatives. 

I remember how she continued to supervise the 
packing of our clothes—tucking amongst them the little 
gifts we were to present to our relatives. 

How I wished I had been a boy, and yet why should 
my heart be less stout because I happened to be a girl? 
My father had taught me to shoot and ride. Like all 
my countrymen I could gallop barebacked, and while so 
doing could shoot a walnut from the top of a clansman’s 
head—I would show them if enemies came, be they 
brigands or rival chieftains, how a girl could fight. 

The packing went on in a half-hearted manner. 
My mother’s bright talk did not deccive me, nor do I 
think my somewhat highly-strung chatter was the artifice 
it was intended to be. ‘The packing finished, we went 
to dress. There was no excitement as I put on my 
emerald-green garments and the ruby jewels-——at any 
other time my joy would have made me sing and laugh. 

My slaves, too, were mute. We all knew the swiftness of 
a raid—the disaster—the slaying—who better than these 
two women, these my faithful servants, in whose lives there 
had been many of these death-and-destruction-dealing 
assaults? The same thing might happen again, and the 
women were still young and lovely enough to be sold in 
any of the Caucasian slave-markets—sold in open market 
as cattle and sheep, and with less hope of being content. 

Shudders shook me: the joy seemed to have gone 
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from my heart. How could we go and leave this 
uncertainty behind us? I would not go. My father 
—may his soul repose in Paradise—would not have 
left his house and land to vagabonds, be they equals 
or inferiors. 1 would go to my mother, then prepare 
for whatever might come. It should never be said of 
me, “It is a pity Nitisha had not been a boy.” 

Outside the door, a little along the corridor, my 
mother met me. She did not speak—no words were 
necessary. Her face was like a mask, bloodless, angular. 

“What is it, my mother?” 

She did not reply, only held me tightly, leaning 
a little upon me, I thought, for support. 

“You are ill?” 

Still no reply. Now running footsteps could be 
heard, voices—more voices. The women slaves rushed 
to us and begged us to go to our rooms. 

“What is it?” I asked, knowing the reply. 

“Raiders—those who would leave our home in ruins.”” 

“May we perish with it if we are defeated,” I cried, 
the fighting blood of our clan rising. “Keep my mother 
safe.”” With these words I kissed her, ran to snatch a knife 
and a gun like the rest for scouts brought news that the 
advance guard of the raiders was nearing the boundary. 

Every man took his position—each to his loophole. 
Without knowing it, I took that of my father, and 
hone seemed to marvel at my being there, or even to 
notice me. 

Presently shots were fired, no doubt between our 
scouts and the van of the enemy. Cries came now 
from all sides—our men ever brave and each one 
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willing to fight to the death for us, and each one glad 
to sacrifice himself in our cause. Where now was the 
peace of the hills, I wondered, as, with my eye fixed 
to a loophole, I watched the advance of the foe. They 
swarmed across the plain—how many I could not guess. 
It seemed to me we made but a poor defence, but I was 
not afraid—the courage of my father came to me. 

Before five minutes had passed they were upon 
us, yelling and shouting. Again and again I fired into 
them. Our bullets did much damage, but in spite of 
men rolling over like sacks of corn, the others came 
on, wave upon wave; shrieks and groans, shouts of 
assault and encouragement, words of prayer and 
curses filled the air. Now and then peals of hysterical 
laughter could be heard, or the name of Allah. 

A slave came running to tell me my mother had 
died, evidently of shock. I heard the words without 
fully realising what they conveyed. Dimly the woman’s 
face came to me, and her crics of weeping and of the 
disaster which had befallen us. Too late the news 
had gone to our clansmen. We must win or dic ourselves. 

The foe pressed nearer, our men were rolling over 
dead beside the dead of the enemy. Gladly would I 
have turned the gun on myself, but the bravery with 
which our men fought hand to hand against heavy 
odds deterred me. I could have envied the dead. 
The tumult was at its height when I noticed our men 
dashing from the house, willing to die there fighting. 
Then I found I had no more ammunition. I rushed 
out with them, was conscious of a pain like a stab in 
my side, a blur before my eyes, and no more. 
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“Where are we?” I asked. “Where are we going?” 

“Ask not impertinent questions. Let our master 
decide.” 

Eventually I saw my ‘master.’ He was a villainous- 
looking giant—coarse and dirty—and he only required 
to speak once to any of his men, who appeared to 
consider he required implicit and immediate obedience. 
He had a long-thonged whip which he carried, and 
for no reason whatsoever he applied it to the backs 
of the slaves, male and female alike. The sound of 
these creatures being lashed made me sick, nauseated 
me as did the face of the brigand when he administered 
the ‘punishment.’ His features, coarse and cruel even 
when he laughed, at such times assumed a fiendish 
and revolting expression, and a thousand times I 
wished 1 had died in the raid. 

1 was not allowed to speak to Yidiz, my former 
slave, and now, alas, sister slave, and I wondered 
fearfully and continually what was to be our fate, 
my own in particular. Hard work I could not do. As 
yet we did nought but travel—sometimes we rode, 
sometimes we walked, and as water was precious there 
seemed little for anything except cooking and drinking. 

There must have been fifty of us, but I was the 
only one of my class. The other women seemed less 
unhappy, probably because they had been accustomed 
to lives of slavery. 

Six of us women shared a tent, and at nights I used 
to lie awake listening to catch every word possible of 
their whispered conversation. 

At length I put two and two together and realised 
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we were bound for some Central Asian slave-market, 
and that I was, with the others, to be sold as a slave. 
My other five companions joked amongst themselves 
as to who would buy them and what their future 
would be, and when they began to guess whether they 
would be bought by young men or old, handsome or 
ugly, rich or poor, I used to thrust my fingers into 
my ears to keep out the words which I could scarce 
have heard without screaming. 

The end of each day scemed agony. Would we 
reach our destination on the morrow? Would this be 
my last night of freedom, such as it was? 

Suppose I were not bought? 

Suppose I were? 

Twas glad my mother was dead. ‘The affliction now 
was upon my own head, and bad as it was it seemed 
easier to bear now the disgrace was only my own. 

That night, after we had gone to our tent—it must 
have been about midnight—the brigand and his men 
began to sing noisily to the music of the reed pipes. 
Fearfully I crept to the tent door and saw them sitting 
round a blazing fire. They were drinking in turn from 
a large goblet. Some were dancing, others clapping 
their hands, and I saw that some of the slave girls 
were evidently professional dancers. ‘I'o the drunken 
applause of the bandits the slave girls whirled round 
and round. I was struck almost dumb with terror and 
trepidation. 

Suppose they sent for me? I was, after all, their 
Prisoner, and if they knew my fears, the amusement 
it would give them would be all the greater. 
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Just then I sensed, rather than heard, someone 
just behind me. Placing a hand over my mouth lest 
any sound escaped, although a shout would not have 
been heard by any of the mob outside, I wheeled 
round and saw Yidiz, my slave girl. 

“I have come because only one guard is placed 
over us and I knew what you must feel. Would that 
IT could take you from here, but there is nothing but 
waterless land, and we should perish. Even that 
would I venture, were I to know for sure you, my 
mistress, would not be left alone.” 

Me her mistress! The faithful creature still! Tears 
came to my eyes. 

“Dear, good Yidiz, it is the will of God; we are 
in His hands.” 

Yidiz knelt down at my fect and kissed them. Now 
the noise of the revellers had risen to an uproar. They 
roared the songs in different tunes, beat the drums, and 
played discordant music, until the whole oasis seemed 
to be Hike an inferno. 

The sight of those gross handits was hideous, the 
leaping flames causing their loathsome dark faces to 
glisten and become wild like animals'—yet what animals 
could have looked so terrible, so horrible? None that 
1 could think of. 

Some of them drank until they fell back and lay in 
a drunken stupor where they fell, others seemed 
impervious to the amount they drank. 

“Lf only they would all drink themselves into 
unconsciousness,” said Yidiz, “then we might escape.” 

“There is no escape," ] replied; “in an hour or so 
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the dawn will break, these men will be sober by that 
time, we should be missed and searched for, and, God 
have mercy upon us, found. You know then our 
punishment would be such as we have scen these 
others reccive—lash upon lash, from hands knowing 
not their own strength, nor when to stop.” 

Some of the brigands now rose and began to stagger 
about calling good night to each other, 

The chief brigand showed less than the others the 
amount he had consumed, and with a shout which 
was intended to include them all, informed them that 
they were unfitted to drink with such a gentleman as 
himself, as they tell ever after a few hours’ celebration 
like the animals they were, instead of taking their 
drink like men. Also he informed them that to-morrow 





they would all be in Uskudar, where there would be 
real music and proper entertainment for such as himself. 

There was no reply from any of the others, and [ 
pressed against the tent with Yidiz doing her utmost 
to sereen me while the drunken bandit lurched past 
on the way to his tent. 





Vidiz soon feft me, lest her absence should be dis- 
covercd and in conscyuence bring punishment upon 
us both, Up to the present time, by the mercy of God, 
T had not been taken before the brigand. Our food was 
cooked for us by the brigand’s men and served to us 
in rough platters. We ate with our fingers, but so far 
as 1] was concerned the performance was but a pretence, 
for the food was so coarse, the meat almost black, that 
I could only cat the rice and drink the milk of the 
goats which travelled with us, and only these when 
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hunger was unbearable. After a time, however, I 
lived almost entirely on goat’s milk. i 

All that day we travelled, and in the late afternoon 
a halt was made and we were told to gather together 
as the ‘Master’ would speak to us. 

I see him yet as we stood in along line. I know not of 
the others, but my knees shook together and my mouth 
was dry as a piece of felt, yet I tried not to show it. 

The chief brigand, whip in hand, strode along 
in front of us, in his long Russian boots, his astrakhan 
cap worn at a jaunty angle well over his right eye, 
which, being slightly crossed, gave his already repulsive 
face a still more evil expression. 

“T will have you know that we reach Uskudar 
within an hour. There you will be sold to the highest 
bidder. You will wash yourselves, and we must proceed 
to the slave-market.” 

“You can dance, I take it?” he said to me. 

“Only our Georgian dances.” 

“That will do,” and he cracked the whip ominously 
round his head as he ordered us back to our places in 
the caravan. 

Within an hour we had reached our destination 
and repaired to a mean part of the town where travellers 
washed. There was no privacy whatsoever, and even 
here, under the watchful eye of the ‘master,’ poor 
Yidiz tried to shield me from all she could. Always 
fearful for her safety, I pretended not to care, hoping 
against hope that the best which might befall me might 
be that she and I would not be separated. The rest I 
left in the hands of a higher power. 
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Almost before we were ready we were ordered to 
proceed to the market. 

It was a hot afternoon, the roads thick with dust and 
our feet sore. 

Four more slaves had joined our throng. We pro- 
ceeded on foot to where the sound of wild music 
came to our ears. Singing and shouting. This was 
evidently a fair of considerable proportions. I knew 
it as such, for it was not unlike our hill fairs at home. 

We entered a large field and followed until we 
arrived at a raised platform where horses were being 
sold, and waited for a full half-hour until the last 
was disposed of. Now a woman slave, one of our slave 
women, was put up, and the price, after considerable 
bargaining, was five pounds. Others brought more, 
others less. I saw my dear Yidiz sold to a horse-dealer 
for eight pounds, and then my turn came. Standing 
there in full view of the jostling, shouting throng, my 
nerve almost forsook me. I scarcely raised my eyes. 
The bidding began at four pounds and rose pound by 
pound to fifteen. Then there was a pause—I saw through 
eyes almost closed with fear a huge, fat, coal-black man 
approach the chief brigand who was the salesman, and 
a whispered conference took place. 

Yidiz, I knew, was now gone. I was without a 
friend in the world—a friendless slave. The sight 
of the man, the like of whom I had never seen before, 
gave me a shock. His great fat face was coal-black, 
his eyes seemed all rolling whites, and he was the tallest, 
fattest man I had ever seen. 

“Sold! Sold for one hundred gold pieces!” I 
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stepped down and was immediately handed over to 
this black ogre. My feet scarcely obeyed the order given 
to follow this monster. The chief brigand seemed 
human, after all, compared to this new terror. 

Dumb with fear, I followed him. He spoke no 
word until we came to the dock, where we got into a 
small boat. I gathered from what was said we were on 
the shores of the Black Sea. 

“Where are we going?” I asked the black man. 

“To my master, for whom you have been bought, 
in Constantinople.” 

There was to be yet another master! How I hated 
the word, and yet there was a certain relief in the 
thought that this ugly being had not bought me for 
service with himself. 

‘‘Who are you?” I enquired as the boat rolled on 
its way. ; 

“T am the Chief Assistant of the Eunuch of the 
Turkish Sultan.” 

“The Sultan of Turkey!” Each word fell like a 
stone from my lips. Such was the power of the news 
upon me that I was struck speechless, and lay in the 
boat as it rocked from side to side, wishing I had the 
courage to roll over into the black depths of the water 
surrounding me. 

It was dark when we landed in Constantinople; a 
soft air fanned my hot cheeks. I felt like a haunting 
ghost. Strains of plaintive music and song rose from 
the sailors round the docks. 

Stars shone overhead, pure, silent onlookers on this 
human tragedy. We passed along narrow streets 
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lined with windowless houses, the snow-white domes of 
the many mosques shining and sparkling. My feet 
were sore, and I felt more like collapse than since leaving 
my home. Then we reached a horse-carriage, into which 
I was bidden to step, and gratefully I sank down on the 
soft sprung velvet seat. It felt to me at that moment 
of fear and utmost exhaustion like a seat in Paradise. 

Through the windows figures passed in flowing 
robes. This, then, was Constantinople, the city which 
was said to have as its throne seven hills. The moon 
now flooded the city, wrapping the slender minarets of 
the ancient mosques, glamourising the white buildings 
half hidden in the sycamore trees which seemed to 
abound everywhere. Every now and again music and 
song wafted out from open doors. Then the carriage 
stopped abruptly. 

The black eunuch opened the door. 


CHAPTER III 


INSIDE THE HAREM—CLOTHES—SPELLS AND CHARMS 
THE OLD WITCH WOMAN—OUR FORTUNES—OUTINGS— 
MIXING COSMETICS FOR THE HAREM WOMEN 


“Tus is the way to the Yildiz Kiosk,” he announced, 
and although the information meant nothing to me, I 
sensed we had arrived at our destination. I stepped 
out and dumbly followed my leader. A high, white 
wall faced us, and we stopped before a great iron 
gateway. The eunuch knocked loudly and presently 
a voice asked who was there. 

“The assistant—to the Kisler Aga—Kisler, the Chief 
Eunuch to the Sultan,” replied my companion in a 
loud voice. The gate was immediately opened by 
another man of the same type and we passed within 
the main harem gate, the eunuch telling me as we passed 
the names of the many places on the way, such as the 
Pantry, the Hall of the Treasury, the Library and the 
Kitchen. These, as I have said, led to the main harem 
gate. Here again were armed guards, whom we passed. 

I was then given into the hands of a woman, who, 
T was told, would attend to my toilette. 

IT was taken to the bath first, and I never remember 
being so delighted to see clean water for washing. 
Clothes were given me, my hair was brushed and 
combed, and although through the recent weeks I had 
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become thinner I was now more reconciled to my 
position. 

The woman who attended to me told me I was to 
be taken to see the Sultan Validé, the ruler of the harem, 
and the mother of the Sultan, and one, she emphasised, 
who must be obeyed. 

While my hair was being dressed and my clothes 
put on, I noticed the apartments, so far as I had seen, 
were all high ceiled and commodious. It all seemed 
very bewildering to me. This was an atmosphere in 
which I had never moved in the free hills of Georgia; 
my thoughts went back to the day when my mother 
and our slave girl and I were gaily packing for the 
visit to my sister; till suddenly a cruel fate robbed us 
of all peace and happiness, and threw me into the 
lap of a new life. My heart ached with the thought 
of it. I must at that time have been too tired 
mentally to give the detached thought one would 
have expected a girl of nineteen, so lately the daughter 
of a highly respected family and now reduced to the 
position of a slave, to have had. Perhaps a kind fate 
duils our finer feelings at such times. 

Now I was dressed in different garments from those 
I had been accustomed to. 

My clothes consisted of a pair of white trousers, 
very wide round the waist, drawn in by a silk cord. 
These fell to the ankles where they fitted tightly. 

A shirt of woollen material open to the waist was 
put on next. Then a waistcoat much embroidered, 
and with long tight sleeves to the wrists. 

The servant who assisted me to dress next fastened 
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a long shawl round my waist, and slipping one end 
over the other draped the garment to fall to my knees 

My slippers were red, heelless and tapering to a 
long: point in front. 

My headdress was a cloth cap of blue silk with 
a long silk tassel hanging down the back. These clothes 
felt very strange and awkward to me, and not those in 
which one might ride on horseback, but that, I feared, 
was a thing of the past; and yet these clothes were not 
those of the ordinary slaves of the palace, of those I 
had already seen, and the servant who dressed me did 
not speak to me in the voice she used to the slaves who 
brought her requirements, and beyond a few words 
necessary to the occasion no conversation took place 
between us. It was not easy, in any case, owing to the 
different language, for naturally I knew little Turkish, 
although the servant gave me to understand, by signs 
and the various ways people who do not know each 
other’s language manage to converse, that I would be 
taught the language. 

My clothes, I noticed, were of better material and 
make than hers, and this cheered me somewhat, for I 
did not feel capable of doing unaccustomed menial 
work; moreover, Georgian women are a proud race, 
and whatever I may have felt I would not show them 
my real feelings. 

Now fully dressed, the woman motioned me to wait. 
A slave entered with a pink gauzy veil which was put 
across my face, covering my nose and the lower part 
of my face, and fastened behind my ears—leaving my 
eyes free. This I had never been required to wear at 
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home, but noticed it was a part of every woman’s 
dress, and I did not like it. The servant called it a 
yashmak; she showed me another way of wearing it 
—in two pieces—placed over the head and fastened 
across the brow to the nape of the neck and then 
brought up across the nose. The material being of the 
finest gauze, it was easy to breathe through. It did 
not hide the features, but added a touch of mystery 
and certainly improved a plain face. 

I was given also another wide black garment made 
of alpaca. This I was made to understand was only to 
be worn outside in the gardens. 

At such times small things count for much, for I 
had no idea whether I was to be a prisoner confined for 
all time within the high thick walls J had entered with 
so many misgivings, but now I was to be allowed out. 

Stepping back to look at me, and turning round, 
the servant surveyed me from head to foot. The black 
eunuch whom I had first seen in the slave-market entered 
the room and spoke for a time with the woman. They 
evidently agreed I was dressed in the proper manner, 
for the eunuch motioned me to follow him, which I 
did with no little uneasiness and wonder. 

We traversed many passages, until we arrived at 
a wide courtyard. The eunuch, approaching a heavily 
curtained door, whispered the words, “Sultan Validé”— 
he pronounced the last word with great awe, and as 
though it began with a W instead of a V. Two women 
slaves drew back the great gold-fringed crimson velvet 
curtain, and I found myself feeling like a lost child 
in a great and beautiful apartment with gilded ceiling 
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and a great deal of white fretted marble screens, where 
many slave women appeared to be attending to some- 
one lying on a gold brocade couch, which I was 
bidden to approach. 

Following the eunuch the slaves made way and I 
came face to face with a woman beyond middle age, 
evidently by her magnificent dress of beautiful brocades 
and rich velvets a personage of considerable importance. 
On a low table beside her were gold dishes filled with 
sweetmeats, and two slaves fanned her gently with 
large feather fans; a small and very ugly dwarf was 
performing tricks of balance, now on his head, now on 
his hands, but nobody seemed to be taking any notice 
of him whatsoever. 

The lady on the couch beckoned to me to approach 
and also summoned a slave girl, whose red hair and 
blue eyes proclaimed her as being one of my own 
countrywomen. The girl spoke to me in my own 
tongue and asked me my age, name, my father’s calling, 
what I spent my time doing at home, and many questions 
relating to my home. It was as balm to my soul to 
hear my own tongue spoken again. 

Slave girl as she was, I could have embraced her, 
but the atmosphere was so forbidding, so cold, that 
while she was speaking to the woman on the sofa, 
whom she constantly addressed as Your Highness, I 
stood as one stricken. Shyness at the stiffness of these 
women, and the obvious restraint which hung over 
these slaves, made me fear to raise my eyes. 

Presently, at the request of the Sultan Validé, a 
slave raised my veil and the Georgian girl said the 
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Validé had said how beautiful I was, had congratulated 
the black eunuch upon his choice, and said she wondered. 
why the girls from my part of the world were so much 
more beautiful and gifted than the women of Turkey, 
who, she said, were less shapely and soon became fat 
and ugly. Inquiries as to what we ate followed, and 
then, having said I was a good embroiderer and could 
make clothes, I was told that I would be attached to 
the Kadin who superintended the clothes of the 
Sultan Validé, who now with a wave of a much 
bejewelled hand dismissed me. 

Once well outside the apartment of the Sultan 
Validé the Georgian girl Azizi, showing all evidences 
of being as glad of my company as I was of hers, 
confided to me that we were both under the same 
mistress in the wardrobe department. There were, she 
said, three departments one might be assigned to, that 
of the cooking, the ladies’ robes and embroidery, and 
the making of beauty preparations. 

We agreed to call each other Azizi and Nitisha, and 
as it was now time to go to the mosque for the prayers, 
I did so with a heart full of thankfulness that so much 
had happened to me as it had, and that nothing evil 
had befallen me in that strange country. 

Azizi was a beautiful girl, and had been captured 
two years before during a raid much the same as I had 
experienced, in a village about ten miles from my old 
home. I do not know what I should have done without 
her in those early days, for even although I had lessons 
daily in the language I did not learn it quickly. 

Azizi showed me the baths, the dormitories, the 
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rest rooms, of the hundred girls who, like ourselves, 
composed those who worked in the sewing department. 
Looking through the windows we seemed to be almost 
in a white dream palace, under a sky of azure blue. 

We were surrounded by different kiosks with 
decorative balconies and tiny windows opening out 
on to them, others of the kiosks now gleaming in the 
soft sunlight were in coloured fretted marble with 
high archways. Now a gold dome rose boldly between 
the white and seemed to pierce the sky. Dark green 
foliages half hid other kiosks, giving one the impression 
that they were actually built in the trees. In the fore- 
ground there were tree-lined courts with fountains 
playing lazily. The imposing gateway in the wall one 
imagines must, as it really does, hide a veritable fairy- 
land, and behind it all the water sparkling, dancing, 
glinting, flowing, the Sea of Marmora lapping the very 
walls that surround us. It is a sight surely unequalled 
in all the world, with an indefinite and inexplicable 
beauty of its own, shy yet decided, veiled, one might 
almost say, like a beauty of the harem. 

For long I stood, forgetting that although I was 
not actually a slave, neither was I any longer free, and 
Azizi came upon me, breaking into my dreams. “It 
is beautiful . . . beautiful,” I said softly, the words 
trailing away on to the soft winds. 

“Yes,” she replied as softly, “but it is not the hills 
of Georgia; not home!” Our eyes met, and silently, 
arm in arm, we walked back into the harem. 

The days passed slowly at first. The entire buildings 
including the Sultan’s apartments were really like a 
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town. Accustomed as I was to family houses such as 
our own had been, I was always losing myself. 

Patiently Azizi taught me all our own quarters, 
then from the roofs she pointed out the Treasury— 
the Sultan’s apartments—his mosque—Royal Bed- 
chamber—black eunuchs’ quarters—white eunuchs’ 
quarters—stables—slaves’ quarters—Hall of the Divan 
—Sultan Validé’s apartment—I learned she was the 
mother of the Sultan and the most powerful and feared 
woman in the harem. She had her own treasury, 
chief minister, treasurer, eunuchs, slaves, as well as her 
own dining-room, bathrooms, and audience chamber. 
The long corridors at first frightened me and I lived 
in perpetual terror, when on a mission for either the 
wardrobe mistress or the Sultan Validé, of opening the 
wrong door. 

I had not yet seen the Sultan, but he was, to judge 
by Azizi’s description, a man greatly to be feared. 
Soon, she said, he would review his troops and we might 
then see him in full splendour. 

At night after we went to our dormitory Azizi and I 
would whisper about our homes, and tell each other 
about the troubles we had gone through. 

We did not see much of the Sultan Validé except 
once a week when we—the apprentices, so to speak— 
had to appear before her for inspection, and she 
bade our teachers tell her of our progress. 

Each interview as we stepped within her apartment 
we salaamed her by touching our lips and forehead 
with the tips of our fingers and then pressing our 
hands to our breasts; sometimes she appeared not to 
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notice us, but Azizi said if this greeting were not given 
she would most certainly have been aware of it. 

One day we went she was being given many little 
sweetmeats and nuts by slaves kneeling before her 
holding exquisite jewelled gold and silver dishes. 
Another day the ugly dwarf would be performing 
tricks, laughing loudly in such a way as none else 
dared to do; on another day the royal scent sprayer 
would be distributing heavy perfume throughout the 
apartments, which always seemed to be almost over- 
poweringly scented. 

Beautiful thick carpets covered the great floors— 
gold gem-studded foot-stools and divans draped with 
fine shawls and brocaded bolsters were tastefully 
placed in alcoves and windows. 

The Sultan Validé was not an old woman, and 
although her hair was evidently white, she had had it 
treated with henna and it gave her large dark eyes 
a very piercing effect. Her face, too, was very care- 
fully painted and her eyelashes might have done credit 
to a young harem beauty. She was a very vain woman, 
and always beside her on a small table lay a large 
beautifully gem-studded mirror, into which she looked 
at regular intervals. If she thought any part of her 
face or hair required re-treatment her cosmetic women 
were at once summoned, large screens were placed 
round her couch and the flaw was repaired. 

She, the Sultan Validé, took great interest in our 
Progress, and she seemed specially interested in me. 
Each one of us had to speak a little Turkish as we 
learned it, so that she might judge for herself as to 
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our progress. She was a clever woman and quick 
to detect the difference between shyness and ignorance 
of a subject, and she used to say to me after I had 
been a few weeks at the palace and had had many 
lessons in dress and deportment, ‘Chok guzel,’ which 
means very beautiful. I felt flattered and all the more 
anxious to please her, for she had been kind to me, 
and at first gave directions how the kohl was to be 
used to darken my eyelids. 

She used this black powder lavishly round her own 
eyes, and there is no doubt but that it does add a very 
alluring softness to the expression, as well as being 
very good for the eyesight. I was warned by my servant 
who dressed me never to accept this kohl as a gift, 
for it was a common offence by the jealous to put 
poison in it by which one became blind. 

We had our own courtyard where we walked if we 
felt like outside exercise; and did not mix with the 
female slaves, who had their own baths, kitchen, and 
sleeping dormitories, also their own gate through which 
they passed on any errands they might be sent. 

We rose at six o’clock each morning and went to 
the bathroom where we splashed amidst a great deal 
of laughing, then we had coffee and thin flat cakes, 
and at midday we had our principal meal of the day. 
Usually rice with garlic-flavoured mutton or stuffed 
veal, A table-cloth was placed over a long, very low 
table, and we sat on the ground, and ate resting against 
hard bolsters placed against the walls. We ate in polite 
silence with the tips of our two right-hand fingers and 
thumb only, which is correct table manners. 
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Our sweets consisted of a pudding called dolmadhes, 
made of sweet mincemeat and rice favoured with rose- 
water and wrapped in vine leaves, and whole almonds 
stuck in thick honey. Sometimes on the Sultan’s 
feast days—which were many—we had many extra 
dishes, fowls stuffed with pistachio nuts and eaten with 
either a rich thick syrup or thick sour cream. No 
Turkish feast is complete without pilaf, rice, some- 
times saffron-tinted, with chicken whole or cut into 
pieces, and flavoured with herbs. 

After the feast slaves waited upon us with silver 
jugs of rosewater and matching basins in which we 
dipped the tips of our fingers. 

Frequently a very old woman, said to be a hundred 
and ten years old, used to arrive with great ceremony 
to tell fortunes. 

It was said she worked spelis, and the day she came 
to our part of the harem we went to our baths extra 
early and were as excited as children, for we believed 
every word she spoke. 

She generally arrived after the midday meal, and 
her coming made it impossible, owing to our excite- 
ment, for us to eat. 

“What will she tell us this time?” queried Olga, 
a pretty Russian girl. “Last time she told me I would 
become more and more beautiful, and that she saw 
many jewels on my arms and fingers.” 

“*Yes, and she saw me sailing down the Bosphorus 
with many beautiful maidens surrounding me and 
waiting upon me, which shows I shall one day be 
someone to reckon with,” said another. 
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We laughed as our slaves brushed our long hair. 

“Will she never come?” asked Olga, who began to 
pace excitedly up and down the large room. “Do 
hurry up—it is time we were ready to receive her.” 

That, hastened us, and our slaves received many last 
hurried orders, and tried to do three things at once. 

At last we were ready. 

“Now let us go to the large reception-room. There 
is space there for all of us.” 

Away we went through a maze of corridors. Not 
a word was said, our bracelets tinkled, and the swish, 
swish of our silks and brocades sounded weirdly. Some 
of the girls, over-excited, giggled. 

At last we reached our reception-room—a large, 
lofty apartment—the ceiling of which was blue enamel 
set with precious stones, the walls were gold enamel, 
gem-set, and the great scintillating candelabra shone like 
the sun on the frozen hillsides of Georgia in the winter. 

We seated ourselves round the walls, placed our 
blue or gold or pink or emerald brocade bolsters at 
our backs, and sitting upon other flat mattress cushions 
of the same material, settled down to await the arrival 
of Lola the fortune-teller. 

So colourful, so flashing did we look as we sat there, 
one thought of the pink of the Judas blossom, the 
purple paulonias, the turquoise sky, the sun on the 
golden minarets—just as though all these had been 
set with gems and the sun were shining on them. 

Olga, in deep yellow satin chemise with green 
trousers sewn with gold thread, and a golden waist- 
coat embroidered with diamonds, sat in front of the 
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heavy gold-fringed sapphire velvet curtains. Some of 
the girls were a little jealous of Olga—somehow what- 
ever she wore looked always right. 

Allat once there was a rustling of garments, tinkling of 
jewels, and then the double white and red marble doors 
were opened and Lola came in slowly and quietly, So 
very small she looked, so sharp her bright little black 
eyes, she reminded me of one of those little birds that 
dash perpetually over the waters of the Bosphorus. 

“Greeting,” she said in a small voice. 

“Hosh bulduk—Welcome,” we said. She touched 
her lips with the tips of her fingers and then placed 
her hand on her breast, to all corners of the room. 

A slave carried in two bags and placed them beside 
where Lola was taking a seat on the floor, and then 
retired. 

When the doors were shut and our most trusted 
slave had closed the rich velvet curtains, Lola sat with 
eyes closed. Her lips moved and we watched her 
breathless with excitement—again and again she 
touched her forehead, then the ground with her small 
thin hands. Now she extended each hand out at her 
sides and made a fluttering movement with them, 
looking more like a bird than ever. 

All eyes were upon the thin little figure in the old- 
fashioned conical head-dress of yellow velvet, the long, 
tight-fitting brown brocade dress and the trousers with 
the amusing frills round the ankles. 

Without looking at any of us she began to unpack 
the bag nearest to her and place small packages on the 
floor in front of where she sat. 
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Again closing her eyes she asked that we should 
come to her one by one, beginning at the right side 
of the great entrance door. 

As Lola sat in the centre of the room and spoke 
so softly to the one she addressed, none of the others 
could hear what she said. 

But she asked before starting that there should be 
no conversation during her divination, as the wicked 
jinns feared quietness and would keep away. 

Sintara, a new girl, was the first to go. Lola examined 
her palms, her ears, and the soles of her feet, these 
latter most carefully. She then took a metal tray from 
the bag and began to mix what looked like sand and 
spices, singing to herself and rocking backwards and 
forwards with eyes turned up so that only the whites 
showed. Then in about a minute she looked and told the 
girl her fortune, occupying altogether about five minutes. 

By the time my turn came my mouth was dry with 
excitement. Almost without being conscious of walking 
I found myself beside the fortune-teller, seating myself 
upon the cushions provided. 

She bade me close my eyes while she closed hers until 
she counted seven, when we were both to open them. 

Now she looked long into my eyes, while she kept 
chanting a high, thin tune. Then producing another 
tray, this time of silver, she said a few words I did 
not understand, clapped her hands, and a small brazier 
appeared filled with lighted charcoal. 

“Speak not at aught you see,” she commanded as 
my scarcely believing eyes opened at the same time as 
my mouth. “Speak . . . not.” 
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I nodded, bewildered, as she bent over the fire, 
so near to it that anyone would have been scorched 
and burned. Not so Lola, she did not seem to notice 
the heat, but spoke in a dreamy voice like a sleep talker. 
“You will become the most beautiful and sought 
after woman in the harem. . . . You will have many 


possessions, gold . . . jewels . . . slaves... . There 
is jealousy . . . for you will have the position all will 
crave... . You will not know the happiness you had 


in the far-away hills of your home, but you will have 
power, which you will do well to use carefully, . . . 
You are wise now . . . do not forget wisdom when 
you attain power, for power goes to the head and is 
like that which robs us of human qualities. . . .” 

Her voice trailed on and the magic fire leaped and 
burned, brighter than any charcoal fire could ever be, 
and then her voice ceased, and that moment there was 
but a small pile of ashes on the tray, neither burning 
coal nor container. 

“All passes, my daughter, just like the fire, so glowing 
it seems it will never fade, that it will always be like 
this, and then as quickly it fades, dies, and we are left 
but the ashes.” 

With a wave of the hand she dismissed me, handing 
me a packet. 

“Wear it always,” she said, emphasising each word. 
“*T know none who will require it more.” 

For the first time I noticed the heavy scent of incense. 
Sitting again on my cushion I watched with the others 
the marvels of the magic woman. My packet I would 
open later in the privacy of my apartment. 
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After two hours refreshments were brought to us. 
Never can I remember having been so glad to sip the 
cool golden sherbet from the emerald green enamel 
cups—never had it looked so inviting. 

Lola refused everything. 

She took a small box from her inner waistcoat, took 
a pinch of the contents, and bending her head far 
back, dropped whatever she had between her thumb 
and finger into her mouth, swallowing it at once. 

“That,” she said, “is my food; it is made from 
herbs. I eat no meat, no rice, no food such as you 
know. I shall live for fifty years yet, and more. 

“Now I have much to observe, to-day being the 
first day of the new moon, for I learn all the secrets 
of the Universe from it, and that is how I can be useful 
to you young ladies. Remember well what I have 
told you.” 

“We shall! We shall!” we called after her retreating 
form. 

As she reached the great door she turned and called 
in a high, thin voice: “To-morrow I come and tell 
you about the jewels you ought to wear in order to 
bring you luck.” 

“Do come, we shall be anxiously expecting you,” 
chorused the girls, and now we returned to our more 
comfortable resting rooms, where, lying on our soft 
mattresses, our slaves massaged our legs and hands 
while we exchanged confidences and told each other 
what Lola had said to us. 

I did not tell everything, because some of the girls 
were very jealous and these spoke most about what 
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fate had in store for them. I was most anxious to see 
what my packet contained, and going to our bedroom 
and finding myself alone I unwrapped its cloth covering, 
palpitating with excitement. 

At last, after a long strip of cloth had fallen at my 
feet, I was left with a small paper packet, which proved 
to contain a piece of bone. It puzzled me until, seeing 
writing inside the paper which wrapped it, I read: 
“This is the bone of a black hare, taken from the 
head of the animal. It will preserve you from jealousies 
and death by poison; wear it always.” I laughed. She 
seemed such a strange, weird old creature and this 
little ugly, hard, and to me useless bone seemed 
ridiculous, so hastily I threw it out of my window, 
glad to be rid of it. 

She spent many weeks going the round of the 
women, but refused to tell the slaves’ fortunes, for, 
as she said, the fact that they found themselves in the 
service of the greatest Sultan was fortune enough for 
any of them; but even a slave becomes ambitious in 
such a household, and some of these girls were very 
beautiful, and one could imagine how amidst such 
pomp and plenty even a slave retainer might have his 
or her ideals of a future far removed from the present 
humble position. Moreover, many times it had happened 
in the past that the eyes of the Sultan had alighted and 
lingered on the comely figure and pretty face of a slave 
girl, and from that day she had set foot upon the 
ladder of prosperity. What therefore had happened 
once might easily happen again. When? Who knew? 


CHAPTER IV 
LESSONS—PLAY-TIME-——HAREM GOSSIP—FORTUNE TELLING 


As I have said, the black eunuchs were in charge of 
the haremlik or women’s quarters. It took me a long 
time to become accustomed to these huge, fat, ugly 
black men, but the. rigid rule had to be kept that no 
other male servants of any kind whatsoever were 
allowed to enter the women’s part of the palace. So 
great was the power of these eunuchs that the women 
without exception did their utmost to cause no annoy- 
ance whatsoever, for the power these men wielded 
seemed far beyond that of any others less than the 
Sultan himself. Many gifts of great value, especially 
jewels, found their way into the eunuchs’ hands, for, 
as Azizi said, they were ‘the ears of the Sultan.’ 

The chief white eunuch received all petitions, and 
it was said he took the petition from the petitioner 
in the left hand and held out the right for the reward 
for so doing. 

These petitions he read over first himself, and then, 
if he considered it necessary or fitting, passed them on 
to his master. 

Certainly they were men to be dealt with if their repul- 
sive look was any indication as to their temperament. 

They were Abyssinian generally, very tall, stout 
men, and wore on their heads a high conical hat, 
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a long, black, silk coat or cloak with sleeves which 
gave them a very clumsy appearance, and yellow 
slippers. 

Sometimes we were allowed as a treat to sail on 
the Bosphorus, always in the charge of the black eunuchs, 
for there were nearly three hundred of us, and we 
were full of fun and good spirits, and the Chief Eunuch 
had his hands full to keep any unseemly laughter from 
being heard. He had, however, never to correct the 
same girl twice, for we had all seen the fate of several 
slaves whom the Chief Eunuch had reported for in- 
subordination, and we did not care to run the risk 
of having the bastinado applied to the soles of our 
feet. 

Those trips down the Bosphorus were days of great 
joy to all of us. 

The sapphire sky seemed no less blue than the 
water over which we glided. Our boat or caique was 
gilded, with high peaks at each end cushioned in gold 
and pink and crimson. 

Idly we dreamed as we floated, almost silent at the 
beauty of the wooded slopes of hillsides right down to 
the banks of the Bosphorus. 

No two greens were alike and there was a wealth 
of white and pink flowering trees and shrubs. 

The bridge of Galata, spanning the mouth of the 
Golden Horn, makes a wonderful and exquisite frame 
for the city, the fairy city one might describe it, of 
Constantinople, with its sparkling white and gold, 
blue, green, red roofs here and there, towers, mosques, 
and slim minarets standing on the seven hills of the 
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ancient city known as Byzantium. The old water-girt 
palace, covering many miles, looks like a great city 
itself, and gives one the impression of being a great 
frosted cake on a sparkling blue plate. Even its huge 
white gates near the edge of the water scarcely look 
real. 

Silence has fallen upon us. All around are other 
caiques of the harem women, manned by twenty-four 
rowers, appearing like mere patches of flowers of every 
colour. The beauty engulfs us. 

Every now and again we see the small birds I have 
spoken of, supposed by the superstitious to be the 
hearts of those harem women who have passéd, and 
are allowed to return as birds to where they were once 
happy. 

While we float along we being to chatter as to what 
kinds of women live in the wooden houses along the 
water’s edge, which we see through the lattice-work 
sides of the boat. Theirs is a different world from 
ours, and from the tiny balconies we see children 
waving to us, and we wave back, our hands fluttering 
through the small aperture, at the tiny, almost dwarf- 
like figures. 

We pass many old palaces, glinting in the sunlight, 
and see gold and silver doors, green windows and. 
roofs—now there is a wide veranda where men sit 
drinking coffee and exchanging news, their laughter 
wafting across the water to where we pass. The Turks 
seem a dignified race with always much time to spend 
in talking, eating and the exchange of polite conver- 
sation. 
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We see little figures, made small by the distance, 
passing along the water’s edge. On the heads of the 
women are bright-coloured shawls worn by the peasants. 

Now music reaches our ears from a house where 
there appears to be some rejoicing. Bunting is every- 
where and the flight of marble steps leading down to 
the water is crowded with people, who look like a 
piece of flower-garden, so varied are the colours they 
wear. This must be the house of a wealthy man, for 
the gardens stretch far on either side of the large 
house, and fountains play, the water glittering like 
silver chains. Round the steps at the water’s edge 
there are many gaily coloured caiques which have 
brought the guests, and many fruit and flower sellers 
in their very shallow boats are trying to do a little 
trade, possibly in melons, grapes and oranges. The 
fruit makes more splashes of colour against the white 
of the marble wall. 

We eat sweetmeats and fruit, and throw the shells 
of the nuts into the water. One could wish this ease 
and beauty might go on for ever, but all at once through 
the silence breaks a thin high cry, and our eyes go to 
where, high up in a gold minaret, the Muezzin calls 
to prayer, and we return to reality. 

Faintly the words ripple across the water. 

“Come to pray... er... Cometo pray... er 

. . Prayer is better than sleep . . . There is no 
God but one God . . . and Mahommed is his prophet.” 

Now the rowers are ordered to return. We see 
with sorrow that we must go back. As we return, 
darkness is falling. Here and there lights twinkle, like 
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small bright eyes—more and more until, by the time 
we reach the marble steps of our part of the palace, 
it is as though a dark veil has been dropped over the 
turquoise, the sapphire, the patches of flower gardens 
and the trees. Even the little birds, the ‘little hearts’ 
as we call them, have ceased their tireless swooping 
and have sought rest somewhere for the night. Only 
the lights, many now, twinkle all round the water's 
edge, and the sky, so bright and blue when we left, 
hangs over us like a dark velvet curtain, spangled 
with sequins. 

As we make our way up the steps we hear a plaintive 
song. 

“What is that?” I ask my companion. 

She laughed. “That,” she replied, “is a Turkish 
boatman who is returning home later than he expected, 
and who sings to keep up his courage.” 

Before entering the huge door while we wait admit- 
tance I notice a thin curve in the sky; it is the new 
moon and I hold out both my hands, palms uppermost 
towards it, as we used to do in far-away Georgia, that 
we may receive God’s blessing with its coming. 

Steps sound now within. Our eunuchs reply that 
we want to be admitted, and orders are given by the 
eunuch inside to slaves who unlock and unbolt the 
heavy door. We enter into the courtyard, the great 
door clangs to, is bolted and barred again and the 
tall guards mount again on duty. 

We took off our outdoor shoes and cloaks. Our 
slaves carried in our cushions. Then we prepared for 
the evening meal, after which we finished the waist- 
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coats, trousers and cloaks we had been embroidering 
by the order of the Sultan Validé—for next day they 
were to be sent for her inspection. 

Our slave took them as required, and we awaited 
with great anxiety lest the garments were not done 
to the satisfaction of that lady. An hour passed and 
our slave returned and told the Senior Kadin who 
was responsible for our wellbeing that the Sultan 
Validé was so pleased with our work she gave us per- 
mission to wear the clothes ourselves, and a piece of 
exquisite jewellery was sent with each suit. Mine was 
a ruby necklace and bracelets, and the clothes I had 
embroidered with gold thread so lavishly and with 
such care were in gold with dark red flowers in brocade. 
I pictured with the others—all too excited to look 
at any things save their own—how well the clothes 
would become my dark hair, fair skin, and how beauti- 
fully the jewels matched the garments. I hoped so 
much that Lola, when she came Jater in the day, would 
consider red a lucky colour for me. 

We chattered happily and excitedly, and then the 
time came to go to the reception-room where we 
expected to find the fortune-teller. 

No sooner had we seated ourselves than she came, 
entering the room with quick little steps and taking 
up her place in the centre as she had done the day 
before. 

“Greeting,” we called. 

“Greeting and good fortune upon you all,” she 
replied, ‘“‘and now let us begin as we did yesterday.” 

“Be quick that it may be my turn.” 
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“Did you learn much from the new moon?” 

“Ts it a lucky moon, Lola?” 

Such are only a few of the questions called im- 
patiently to the fortune-teller, who replied, “Have 
patience. It is a virtue most becoming to the young, 
who have more time to look forward to than the old. 
Each will have a turn, but to-day I shall include you 
all as I tell the good and evil of the jewels, for they 
are not so personal as yesterday’s divining. Listen 
well, and interrupt me not. I have learned much 
from the new moon and have read the stars, and feel 
as young as any of you. Knowledge makes one young, 
my pretty ones. Now let us begin with pearls; I see 
you all wear them. 

“Pearls are supposed to be the symbol of purity, 
and if worn and then laid away, they become jealous 
of being put aside, not wanted, and lose their colour, 
or weep as is believed; for this reason always wear 
them. Alone of all jewels pearls have the ability to 
comfort one. You may have heard how, long ago, a 
Sultan Validé while in a calque on the Bosphorous 
lost her pearls. They fell into the water; it was said 
she had no more good fortune and died broken-hearted, 
unable to bear longer the ill-fortune which pursued 
her. 

“Diamonds I see many of you wearing here. It is 
said if the wearer be pure in heart the gem will be 
of great brilliancy.” Here we looked anxiously at our 
rings and bracelets. “The green and blue diamonds 
are specially lucky for those who desire wealth and 
power—but it is well to wear diamonds which are 
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newly cut, for they carry the ill-fortunes of any previous 
owner with them, and for this reason they are not 
lucky if the previous owner has been unfortunate. 
Even if you desire the diamonds of ‘another, and do 
not own them, nevertheless any misfortune which the 
owner has will be drawn out of the stones by your 
envious eyes and transferred to yourself. 

“This is because beautiful diamonds cause so much 
envy that if the ‘soul’ of the jewel were not able to 
retaliate it would lose all its worth and brilliancy. 

“Emeralds; here now is a stone to make the heart 
brave and constant, and one which brings good luck 
and keeps it, Set in gold and worn near the heart they 
will insure the wearer’s good health, and if she be 
born in January, all the better. 

“Now, we shall take rubies—I see many on necks 
and arms round me, and glad I am, for the ruby is 
a queen among jewels. It endows the wearer with 
spirit and good qualities, but must not be worn with 
a sense of pride, which it dislikes. 

“You will notice I speak of jewels as though they 
had feelings. They have. Do not forget it. Rubies 
especially dislike boasting and envy—especially by those 
who were born in February, for they love the February 
born,” 

I felt my face grow hot with excitement, for my 
birthday was in February, and my new necklace and 
bracelets were of my birthstone—surely this meant good 
fortune for me. 

Lola talked on for long about jewels, their healing 
Properties, their special good fortune for certain 
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wearers, and so on, until she asked whether there 
were any other jewels we wanted to ask about, and 
as we could think of no others, we begged of her to 
work some magic for us. 

For some time she sat in thought, then someone 
asked: “‘Why do you not wear jewels, Lola?” 

“Well, I will tell you.” 

She took a tray from out of the bag and a box from 
which she took several small packets, and placed them 
in a row in front of her. A small charcoal burner which 
Thad not noticed before appeared on the tray, reminding 
me of the manifestations of the previous day. 

Lola now produced an earthenware saucer the size 
of a coffee-cup saucer, and placed it on the glowing 
coal, Into this she placed small quantities of the con- 
tents, then while it ‘cooked’ she closed her eyes and 
rocked backwards and forwards and from side to side, 
her face becoming drawn and old. 

Smoke rose from the saucer, and afraid as we were 
that she had allowed it to burn, we were yet unable 
to utter a word, so mesmerised did we seem to have 
become, so fearful were we of breaking the spell. 

For what must have been a long ten minutes we 
watched the deathly-still face of the old woman, then 
as several of the girls appeared to be almost fainting, 
we saw signs of returning animation. The lips moved, 
the eyes struggled to open, and then Lola gave a long, 
deep sigh, like one returning from a faint. Her eyelids 
fluttered again and she stretched out her arms, which 
appeared stiff and sore, for as she moved them she 
seemed to be in pain. In another few seconds she 
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passed her hand before her eyes several times and 
then passed it over the burning charcoal. Immediately 
the fire disappeared and the old woman took the 
earthenware saucer and held it out to us. 

We flocked round her and saw to our disappointment 
a small black object, about the size of a cherry stone. 

“What is it, Lola?” we asked. 

“A diamond!” 

“Surely not; diamonds are not black,” we called 
almost in one voice. 

“Wait, daughters of impatience,” she said reprov- 
ingly, “and watch. . .” 

We taller ones looked over the shoulders of our 
shorter sisters and saw the black piece become brighter 
and brighter—until there lay a perfect gleaming stone. 

There were exclamations from everyone. 

“Now you see a diamond. If you do not believe 
it, take it to your jewel worker and see if it is not 
perfect also: tell me if you want to see a ruby, or a 
pearl, or a sapphire, and I can make whichever you 
require.” 

Still with the thought of her deathlike faint we said 
we believed it; none could have doubted it with the 
evidence so real and tangible before them. 

“Now you see why I do not care for jewels. They 
are useless to me, for I can make them and therefore 
do not prize them. It took me forty years to learn. 
When I began under the teaching of an old woman of 
a hundred winters I longed for jewels and riches, any- 
thing that meant wealth; and now I can have it, I do 
not want it, I despise it. Good day to you. I will 
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come again and show you more, perhaps with the 
next new moon. We shall see. Farewell.” 

When Lola had gone we talked in whispers about 
what we had seen. It seemed magic undreamed of, and 
then we saw the diamond lying on the carpet, and sent 
a slave after her with it. The slave returned to say 
the Umona Lola did not want the jewel. 

We marvelled all the more and did not now doubt 
what she had said about her desire having gone. 

After the incident of the clothes we had embroidered 
being given to us by the Sultan Validé, we were moved 
to better and more luxurious quarters in the harem, 
and were now handed into the care of the beautification 
department. 

Each girl bought as a slave had to serve in one of 
these three departments, the head of which was a 
Kadin; first the one she was most fitted for, and after 
that in the cosmetics, or household, or sewing, or 
treasury, or needlework departments. 

I found myself amongst others under the second 
Kadin, a very beautiful and intelligent Persian lady. 
We were of all nationalities, including Arab, Circassian, 
Russian, Austrian, French and Egyptian, and lived 
so far quite happily together. 

Our apartments were larger and more finely furnished. 
The dining-room was two hundred and fifty feet long, 
and must have been over a hundred feet high. The 
ceiling was domed—sky-blue and studded with yellow 
topaz, giving the appearance of the sky—and at night 
when the candelabra were alight it was difficult to 
imagine one was not looking up into the sky. 
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The great floor was covered with one huge carpet 
of the finest Persian make, and on the gold walls hung 
beautiful tapestries. 

Four fan-shaped windows were let into the walls 
half-way up, and at the top and bottom of the chamber 
gold gem-studded pillars formed alcoves, where after 
our meals we used to sit eating sweetmeats or drinking 
fruit syrups. 

Cosmetic mixing was a change from sewing. We 
had orders each day to make rouge and powder, or 
henna, or shadow for the eyes for the second wife of 
the Sultan. 

Azizi and I were glad to find ourselves still together, 
for we feared to be parted, and hoped when we were 
promoted from one department to another that we 
might not find ourselves under different Kadins, for 
each of these had her own apartment, servants, slaves, 
clothes, jewels and eunuchs, income and the rank of a 
wife, although the Sultan did not make a marriage 
contract unless he chose to do so, except with the 
four wives which he was allowed by Muslim law. 

Of course each of us knew we were being educated 
under the orders of the first woman in the harem, 
the Sultan’s mother, the Sultan Validé, and that we 
were taught everything to make us prospective Kadins, 
while a number of the girls aimed only at being the 
future favourite or preferably the present favourite 
of the Sultan, and not like the slave, one who, many 
years before, had charmed the Sultan with her dancing. 

The Sultan had shown his favour in a number of 
ways and the girl was asked by him to remove her 
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veil. At this mark of royal appreciation she asked 
him to whom she could unveil her face, and he, it is 
said, remarked: ‘“‘Show your face to all you can, 
provided you keep it veiled to me.” 

When we walk now in our new gardens of the harem 
all people are ordered to retire, and black eunuchs are 
placed that none may ever by mistake see us. 

The eunuchs have drawn swords with orders to 
decapitate any unauthorised person who may be there 
after the warning, and should they find any male, to 
bring his head directly to the Sultan. As a large reward 
was given to the eunuch who found anyone, the gardens 
were searched very thoroughly. 

At any such time the Sultan himself might enter 
the garden and ask any of the girls to sing or dance 
for him, and here rivalry is born and grows and 
blossoms—for there is but one Sultan and many slaves. 


CHAPTER V 


JEWEL-THROWING FOR LUCK-—THE CHIEF GOVERNESS—A 
SLAVE-MARKET-—OUR COSMETICS 


Tre gardens were very large and beautiful, sur- 
rounded like all the rest of the palace by a high white 
wall, with watch-towers and many gates, some of which 
open to the city. The chief gate opens to the city, and 
is strongly guarded, as are all the others. 

We walked for a time in the garden, after which we 
went again in our caiques on the Bosphorus, for half 
an hour. 

While we were out many of the girls liked to throw 
jewels into a certain little well, for it was said and 
implicitly believed that such offerings invariably brought 
good luck. As nearly all of them threw either a bracelet, 
a ring or a necklace, it could scarcely be expected that 
all would benefit, and later on during one of her visits 
the old fortune-teller related to me how the Chief 
Eunuch sent one of his assistants after each time the 
offerings were made to bring to him the entire amount. 
I for one never added to his store. 

There were a number of girls of my own age who 
were unhappy—those who had been bought from 
parents they longed to see again. Even the easy life 
in the harem with its luxuries unknown outside it, 
failed to interest them. Always they planned escape. 
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How easy it looked to get to one of the little boats plying 
past on the Bosphorus, and yet how difficult, for every 
gate had its picked guards, and none, even the bravest, 
dared to try to pass them unless they spoke the truth; 
even the passages and courtyards had their guards, and 
I used to shudder with apprehension many times, on 
hearing the girls, careless of who might be listening, 
discuss the possibility of escape. 

We returned and sat on our balconies which looked 
on to the sea, and smoked and worked at any embroidery 
we might have started. 

Then we retired to our retiring-room, a large, very 
long apartment, where we rested before our deportment 
and dancing class. At this we were taught the fine 
arts of how to walk, stand, enter and leave a room, sit 
down, and get up. 

To every five of us now there was a Kadin and a 
Katon Kiage, meaning Chief Governess. 

After these lessons, during which we were praised 
for our ability or blamed for our stupidity or slowness, 
much like children, we went to the baths where our 
slaves bathed us in marble baths, the level of the floor. 

Then we had our evening meal, now in our new 
dining-room, with its gilded pillars and fretted windows. 
The floor of this room was in marble, the large centre 
carpet covering the beautiful mosaic which was seen 
round the edges—in blue, pink and green, like lace 
embroidery. 

The scene at meal times, especially at the evening 
meal when the lights caused the gold curtains to 
shimmer and the ceiling to sparkle, and the slaves 
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carried the great silver dishes with the food, serving 
it on to our smaller silver plates, was of great beauty. 

After the meal when we went to our large rest-room 
slaves sang and danced for us, and played the zither. 
Then other slaves carrying silver censers perfumed the 
room, and then our hands. After this they carried 
coffee, serving it in fine china cups in gold containers. 

In the corner during meals in the winter months 
stands a large tanndar, which gives warmth to the 
apartment as well as keeping the dishes warm, hot ashes 
being placed underneath in the container for the pur- 
pose. After the meal sometimes, when we have coffee, 
we sit round the tanndar, over which a large quilt is 
thrown. By this means the heat never becomes too great, 
but is comfortable and very soothing in the cold days. 

After the singing of the slaves, we may play a little 
or sing a little ourselves, then to bed. 

In our bedrooms our beds were placed round the 
walls, and governesses slept in our rooms—one being 
responsible for each four of us. Sometimes they were 
old and quite deaf, and we who were under the care of 
these old ones talked and gossiped a great deal. 

Most of our conversation was about our clothes, jewels 
and accomplishments, and we were always anxious to 
hear little remarks which had been passed about our looks, 

Sometimes we allowed the governesses to go to sleep, 
then we sat up and carried on conversations. 

There was great excitement one night, for Olga 
told us she had very exciting news. 

The gentle snoring of the governesses was to be the 
signal for her to tell us what it was. 
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That night we went quickly and quietly to bed, not 
once ruffling the tempers of the old ladies—who 
remarked we ‘were really very little trouble,” much 
to our amusement. 

One by one they fell asleep, and when the last one 
slumbered we sat up. 

“What do you think?” asked Olga. 

“Quick, tell us,” we spoke low and excitedly. 

“Well, Kisler Aga’s assistant went to a slave-market 
to-day.” 

“A slave-market! Where? Where? What for?” 
came questions from all sides. 

“Here, in Constantinople!” 

“Tell us quickly.” 

‘* Well, there were all kinds of slaves, Jews, Armenians, 
Persians, and Austrians; some were purchased as 
servants, some as wives. The market is called Avrat 
Bazar, 

“It was a long covered-in room, with many apart- 
ments in it.” 

Here one of the governesses turned over, and we 
slid down as one person into the bedclothes, but it 
was only for a moment. 

“There was a master selling them, and he called 
each one out, and made her walk backwards and for- 
wards, to show how graceful she was—how small were 
her feet. Then she rubbed her cheeks with a wet cloth 
to show the colour and complexion was her own. 
Then someone asked her to open her mouth and show 
her teeth. Then she went back to her tiny apartment 
and the bargaining began.” 
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“Poor thing,” said Azizi, “I hope a fat Jew did 
not buy her.” 

“There were about two hundred women for sale 
and several were very fat Turkish girls who giggled 
all the time, and were all bought by the same master, 
an old man over seventy, with crossed eyes.” 

We laughed so much that we had to smother the 
sounds in our quilts. 

“Perhaps he saw nine all together instead of three,” said 
my neighbour, and again we laughed into the quilts. 

“The old merchant who had bought the fat girls 
caused great fun by calling them Kouzoum, dijyerin, 
djanem,” all expressions of affection meaning my life, 
my soul, my sweet lambkin, and other diminutive 
endearments. 

“All the girls were sold except two very thin and not. 
pretty, nobody would give even two goats for them, until 
the old merchant, now owner of the fat girls, bid a gold 
coin for each, saying they would fatten beautifully and 
would probably be the best of the lot in a year’s time.” 

We laughed so loud at this that the governesses, even 
the deafest of them, sat up, and although the moonlight 
streaming through the latticed windows showed a cer- 
tain amount of restlessness, this was evidently taken for 
the result of the rich syrup we had had so late, but we 
dared not speak any more that night. 

Next day there was more excitement for us, for our 
Kadin told us the third wife was awaiting the birth 
of an infant. 

Great preparation was made—soft music was played, 
fruit and flowers were placed in the accouchment 
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room, and those who spoke to the expectant mother 
were warned only to speak of beautiful things. 

The Grand Vizier, the Mufti, and the chief civil and 
military officers were already in the Hall of the Sopha, 
which is the part separating the harem from the rest of 
the apartments—occupied by the Sultan and his many 
officers of his household. On such occasions the Grand 
Vizier and the gentlemen already named had to be 
present to receive the child from the hands of Kisler Aga. 

They drew up a certificate of birth, and sex. After 
this ceremony guns are fired from the harem where 
the birth takes place, at the gates of the harem and 
at Tophana. These are followed by more guns from 
the customs house, the fleet, and the towers. 

Then the soothsayer comes, consults the stars, 
the room, and the omens attendant on the birth, and 
predicts the child’s future. 

This horoscope is carefully kept, referred to many 
times to see whether such a day be auspicious for going 
out, fora ceremonial, even fora bath. Certain colours are 
mentioned as keeping away evil spirits, or the evil eye, 
or disease, and precious stones are given as soon as the 
soothsayer has mentioned the lucky omen for the child. 

Gold-workers are summoned and given orders to 
execute. Gem-setters, carvers, shield-makers, silk- 
weavers, copper, gold and silversmiths are all ordered 
to appear before the Chief Eunuch, Kisler Aga, who 
acquaints them with the orders of the child’s mother. 

“Now will be the chance to wear your new clothes,” 
said the Mistress of the Robes, and we lost no time 
in ordering our slaves to put out the garments. The 
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same as we had sent to the Sultan Validé and she had 
returned to us. 

That night we had a great feast, and although the 
child was a girl, and we celebrated the occasion less 
than had it been a boy, we still received gifts of jewels 
from the Sultan’s mother. My presents were a pair of 
pearl and emerald earrings, very long and handsome, 
a necklace of the same, and a pair of jewelled sipsip, 
or heelless slippers, richly chased with gold thread 
and sewn with emeralds. 

A feast followed at which the food was served from 
plates of gold, and our syrup from small gold enamelled 
goblets. We ate squares of tiny almond cake from an 
amber bowl, sugared almonds from silver plates, 
green figs, stuffed with solid cream flavoured with 
rosewater, preserved stuffed apricots, walnuts. Great 
bunches of large purple grapes and pomegranates 
decorated the whole length of the tables and pink, 
mauve and white flowers decorated the walls for many 
feet high, giving the impression of growing there, so 
skilfully had they been threaded through the wooden 
trellis-work. The scent of the flowers and the food 
hung heavy throughout the room, and there seemed no 
need for the slaves carrying incense burners to be placed 
here and there down the great length of the room. 

Now more slaves appeared carrying great jugs in 
gold, silver and enamel, by equally great handles, 
and poured out from these containers the rich syrups, 
in colour as well as taste, into our goblets. 

It made a beautiful picture to see the rows of lovely 
girls, dark and fair, of many nationalities, richly dressed, 
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with many jewels, sitting round the great tables, waited 
on by the dark-skinned, dark-eyed slaves in rainbow- 
hued clothes. Every movement caused a tinkle and a 
thousand points of light from the jewels. The walls 
and even the ceiling sparkled, the gold brocade curtains 
fell to the floor from the window tops like streams of gold. 

After this the dancing girls came; music was every- 
where, feasting and merriment, and all around was the 
quiet of the Bosphorous, the softly twinkling lights 
from the shore, and now and again a small boat slipping 
past noiselessly. 

Our dancing girls were mostly Turks, dressed in 
shimmering gauzy garments with numerous bracelets 
and necklaces of coins and bells, rings and earrings; 
bells, too, were attached to anklets and toes. Their 
trousers were long, tight to just above the ankle, and 
every movement they made set the little bells tinkling. 

They carried hoops of flowers, tied with gay ribbons 
and still more bells, and to judge from the positions 
they took, they seemed to be without bones. 

After each dance they retired, changed clothes and 
appeared again, although the bells seemed to be a 
very important part of the dances. 

It was late that night before we retired, and as we 
stood looking out on to the dark expanse of water 
after the noise had ceased and the palace was retiring 
exhausted from feasting and dancing, Azizi, who was 
standing beside me, drew a long breath and said, “It 
is cool and beautiful here, my sister, almost like home.” 

“In the darkness only, perhaps,” I replied, and I 
thought of those sharp-eyed little birds that flew 
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restlessly over the water during the daytime, near the 
palace; were they, poor things, I wondered, the returned 
souls of the harem women, as was said? But before 
I could think a reply the impatient, petulant voice of 
our governess called me, and I went to bathe before 
retiring to bed. 

In these apartments we had a bathroom to every 
five girls. The water was always boiling and stored 
in copper boilers. 

The ritual of the bath was now more elaborate, 
and instead of ordinary water baths we had scented 
oil and rosewater ones. 

The former, the oil bath, was given after the hot- 
water bath. 

Each one of us had four women to massage us. Two 
to do the oil and rosewater bath, and two to do the ‘dry’ 
massage. These women had two assistants each, who 
carried the scented oil jars and rubbed us with soft towels. 

We were each placed on a heated marble table about 
a foot high. One slave poured warm oil over us and 
began to knead us, arms, hands, neck and face, turn 
about—another massaged legs, feet, toes. Then when 
the oil was completely absorbed by the skin, more 
was brought, and the other three women took a turn. 
This over, one lay on one’s face while the back, legs, 
heels and soles of the feet were massaged. So soothing 
was this that I fell asleep and remained so until the end 
of the treatment, which generally lasted three hours. 

Special treatment was given for the removal of 
unwanted hair—a paste was spread on the affected 
part and one retired to the dressing-room and lay 
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upon a sofa and smoked the nirgilah. The paste was 
left on for ten minutes, then removed with olive oil, 
when the hair had disappeared. 

These women slaves were extremely clever at remov- 
ing spots of any kind. Their boxes with the many little 
compartments each containing a tiny box, always 
accompanied them, for these boxes contained, so they 
said, cures for everything—and what they could not 
cure they without doubt improved by massage, which 
they had been many years learning. 

Headaches seemed to melt away under their soft, 
supple fingers, and if we had had an extra long day 
mixing a specially difficult cosmetic, and our hands were 
tired, we had but to summon our massage slave, and 
within perhaps fifteen minutes the fatigue would be gone. 

The rooms where we made the cosmetic were large 
and plain compared with our own apartments and 
those of even the corridors. 

There were low benches with basins, pestles and 
mortars, slabs of marble, measures and cubes of brass 
representing different weights. 

Boxes kept carefully locked contained henna, which 
we used on our nails, sometimes on the palms of the 
hands and on the feet as well as the hair; other boxes 
contained powders of all colours, which were mixed 
to the requirements of whatever coloured dress a 
harem lady might wear. This was trying work and 
had to be perfectly blended: a pinch of mauve perhaps, 
or green, or cherry, or even blue added to white, and 
cream, or pale pink, or deep pink, or many other shades. 

“That is too brown,” one would hear, or be told, 
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after one had tried for an hour to reach the correct shade, 
which would mean the work would have to begin again. 

Powders, too, were made for the hair, all scented 
and shaded differently. The second wife of the Sultan 
preferred orange-blossom scent and almost white pow- 
der, very red lip salve and cheek colouring, and the 
eye black to contain real gold dust to illuminate the 
eyelids, and also to use in her hair. 

This scent could not be used by any other woman. 
It was a strict point of etiquette. 

The chief wife, who gained this position through 
having given birth to the first son to the Sultan, pre- 
ferred a rich pink powder scented with Judas blossom, 
a deep pink rouge, and green shadow for the eyes and 
eyelashes, while the eyebrows were heavily painted 
in black cosmetic. 

The third wife was a woman of great natural beauty 
with a mass of long red hair, which she preferred to 
dye coal-black. This gave her the chance red hair did 
not extend, to use a heavy brick-red rouge and to 
darken her eyelashes and eyebrows black. 

This wife had been a slave girl, and her graceful 
dancing and singing had so captivated the Sultan that 
he had had her trained until she was able to take her 
place as one of his four Jawful wives. It was said, too, 
that she remained his favourite wife. 

This Kisler Aga was wont to tell us when he made 
one of his periodic inspections of our table manners 
and the way we deported ourselves. 

“Tf you had your way we would all be wives of the 
Sultan, and you know that is impossible,” said Olga. 
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“T have known favourites who were more powerful 
than fifty wives could have been, and anyone of you 
may be she,”’ he replied, as he passed amongst us, 
reprimanding one who stood not erect enough, or one 
whose head might be too much to one side, or another 
whose jewels were too many, or not enough. 

I had become accustomed to him now, but never 
forgot how both he and his man who had bought me 
and brought me to Constantinople had terrified me. 

A very commanding figure he looked, towering 
head and shoulders above even the tallest of us, and 
looking taller than ever by reason of the high head- 
dress he wore. 

Very imposing, too, he looked, attended as he always 
was by four tall sword-bearers, grim of face and stalwart 
in appearance. 

We used to tease Kisler Aga in many ways, pretend 
we were ill, or that we had secrets, or had heard girls 
discuss their escape. All these jokes of ours he repaid 
us for, by telling us so and so had incurred the anger 
of a Kadin, or that the cosmetic was sent to the wrong 
wife, or that one of us was becoming ugly or yellow-faced. 

How he laughed at us, as we rushed to the nearest 
looking-glass to see how we looked, then when we turned 
round he was gone. 

We used to hide from him, and have the others 
say we had not been seen for hours, or say we had 
seen a ghost and beg him to look for it. 

Then we laughed, said it was all fun, and begged 
him to take us down the Bosphorous the next after- 
noon, for his power was very great, and he did not like 
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to be teased too much, and, after all, to be responsible 
for over two hundred of us, and our slaves as well, 
was a position of much anxiety. 

I used to sit sometimes, as we often did after meals 
in the quiet of our large garden, and think of the old 
times, those days before my father died when we as 
a clan were so powerful that none dared attack us: 
of the days of celebration when my sister and I used 
to sing while our cousins played; the music of the 
celebrations we had when the harvest was good and 
safely gathered in, or any party or feast we had when 
the fruit crop was plentiful; and once again in thought 
I was back in the hills of Georgia, saw the women 
making the bread, the shepherd with his flock, our 
house full of laughing guests. . . . Then came my 
father’s death and thereby the weakening of the clan 

. my mother’s death . . . the sister I would never 
see again, and I came back to the reality of the present 
and the prophetic words of my mother spoken so 
humorously the day before my sister’s wedding . . . 
‘a complexion that would put a Sultana to shame.” 

There is an old Georgian saying which is; ‘The 
fortune is written on the brow’; and I wondered how 
little one could have guessed but a year ago what lay 
in store for me. 

Meditation, however, was not long allowed us; 
moreover, there are times when it is not good to think, 
especially of past happy times to which time has added 
extra enchantment, so that the retrospection is like 
looking into an elysium in which for a short space of 
time we were allowed to live. 


CHAPTER VI 


THE MOTHER OF MAIDS—THE WEDDING OF THE PASHA’S 
DAUGHTER—-THE BRIDE’S GIFTS—AZIZI TELLS HER STORY 


Wuen I had first gone to the palace haremlik, which 
means the woman’s apartment and all appertaining to 
them, such as their bathrooms, dining-rooms, retiring- 
rooms, bedrooms, dressing-rooms, kitchen, treasury, 
store-rooms and gardens, owing to my knowledge of 
sewing I had been placed in the embroidery depart- 
ment. There were altogether a hundred and fifty girls 
like myself who had been bought for the harem of 
the Sultan. We all worked together, embroidering with 
silks, gold thread and jewels the exquisite designs 
ordered by the Kadins or any of the wives of the 
Sultan. 

Then I was transferred to the cosmetic department; 
a hundred others were placed with me; the other fifty 
were not yet sufficiently adept to receive promotion. 

Now I found myself and these fifty others, including 
Azizi, I noted with thankfulness, put into new quarters 
under the Kadin responsible for the making of perfume. 

It was lucky for me to find in her a fellow country- 
woman, and she treated me more as an equal than 
any of the others. 

She was a very tall woman with long plaits of golden 
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were taken before her to arrange about our clothes 
I was very struck by the beauty of her garments. 

She wore a long giumlik, or chemise, of gold cloth, 
open in the front to show a red velvet yelet, or 
waistcoat. 

Under these a pair of red velvet shalwar, or trousers, 
embroidered in gold round the ankles about four inches 
deep. 

Over alf was worn an entary, tight to the waist and 
flared out until it reached almost to the ground, open 
all the way down from the neck. This was in the 
richest blue velvet bordered with fur, with long sleeves 
embroidered to the elbow like the trousers were at the 
ankles. Her long golden hair was a picture under a 
fotaza or cap of blue velvet with small pearl strings 
dangling at each ear. 

Her gold slippers, very curved up at the toes, were 
slashed with red to match the waistcoat, and she wore 
many ropes of pearls around her neck, 

She was a very beautiful woman even where one 
was accustomed to see beauty, and guessing at once 
that I was Georgian, she spoke to me aside, asked many 
questions about the outer world which she had not 
seen for ten years. 

“My heart is still in Georgia,” she said, as she left 
me and turned to speak to the chief mistress of the 
perfume. 

Our new rooms were quite half a mile from the 
ones we had just left, larger and much grander in 
appearance. There was now, apart from the bathrooms, 
heated massage-rooms, larger bathrooms, and bedrooms 
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whose floors were spread with rare carpets; gilt and 
velvet footstools were placed in front of the sofas, and 
there were many more windows draped with glowing 
velvet curtains, while huge brass braziers added a 
very decorative and homely note to the apartment. 

The first day we were promoted was the excuse for 
a feast, and although fewer than in the cosmetic depart- 
ment, we had twice the number of servants, who seemed 
to be even more anxious to please us than our previous 
slaves had been. 

We had also many other and more important servants, 
including two Bash Capa Oglani, or porters, specially 
for us. These men carried messages for us, brought 
anything we might want and went to the shops for 
our requirements. 

We had daily to attend a class giving lessons in 
Rules and Orders of the Court, amongst which not 
the least trying was the one in which we had to sit, 
without speaking, turning our eyes from the floor, 
or making any movement whatsoever for an hour at 
atime. This class lasted only one hour, luckily, but 
we had to attend it three times weekly. 

The Kadin Kahia, or mother of the maids, was 
responsible for our behaviour. Loud laughter was 
stopped; the way we sat down corrected; the way we 
stood up, or drew our veils, such as we would do if, 
for instance, we saw, even at a remote distance, a 
strange man; or the way we arranged the folds of our 
indoor and outdoor cloaks or coats; or the way we 
placed our hands. 

All was to make us perfect in manner and behaviour. 
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“To-day,” said the Kadin Kahia, “‘we are to attend 
the wedding of a wealthy Pasha’s daughter.” 

“How exciting,” we cried, and were speedily 
corrected, 

“Young ladies, nothing can be more exciting than 
being in the Royal Pakdee, please remember,” and 
although we thought nothing could have given us 
more pleasure than to see how other girls lived and 
were married, we dared not say so, but replied: 

“Of course not, Kadin Jan.” 

However, we gave each other looks meaning that 
we were excited no matter what was expected of us, 
and the poor Kadin had much trouble keeping us as 
quiet as etiquette demanded while we dressed in our 
fine satins and brocades, our fine green or blue or red 
stockings, and the impatience reached its height as 
our servants wrapped carefully round us our outdoor 
fur-trimmed cloaks. 

Little giggles were checked like bursting bubbles 
and the Kadin’s voice kept chanting: 

“Patience, patience,” until one of the girls asked, 
“When do we leave?” 

The reply: “When your behaviour is such that it 
will be possible for us to proceed to the boats.” 

At once there was silence—not a sound could be 
heard, even our jewels, our many bracelets, made not 
a movement. 

“Go now, Husni,” said the Kadin. “Tell the 
eunuch to open the doors, and tell the boatmen to 
prepare.” 

This also meant that every workman should get 
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out of sight, that the way down the steps to the boats 
should be cleared for us. 

The same minute the eunuch appeared with drawn 
sword and we passed along the corridor, tense with 
excitement. All along stood eunuchs with drawn 
swords. At the end of the long passage we passed 
through the guarded door out on to the terrace and 
down the steps where the caiques awaited us. 

The rowers, their black faces contrasting with their 
red headgear and white jackets, were ready to put off. 
We stepped on to the boats, fifty of us, and sank upon 
the cushions, two eunuchs to each boat, and five boats 
in all, 

Lying back in the comfort of the boat, the balmy, 
scented air all around us, the great blue canopy over- 
head, one could not but be happy. 

We were off; and, as ever, the flocks of little birds 
dashed in front of us and behind. 

We passed down the Bosphorus, interested in every- 
thing, for it is only those who suffer confinement, 
however luxurious it may be, who can appreciate such 
things as the sun on the rippling water, the birds, the 
children playing on the shore, the air or the waft of 
scent from the clumps of blossom; even more than 
my expensive jewellery and my beautiful clothes, I 
rejoiced in the freedom of outdoors. 

Eventually we drew up at the steps of the house 
we had passed the other day, where there had been 
@ party, and many guests had filled the gardens. As 
soon as we arrived orders were shouted from the boats 
and repeated by servants at the landing-steps. By the 
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time we disembarked we found way had been made 
for us, for the call had gone round. 

“The Kadins from the Imperial Palace arrive!” 

“Make way for the Kadins!” 

“Hosh geldin—welcome,” cried the servants as we 
climbed up the steps. 

‘The words were repeated until we reached the palace, 
where everything was decked with trails of blossoms 
and greenery, and looked very festive. We reached the 
large reception-room, 

“Hosh geldin,” again cried our hostess, repeating 
the words to each of us, as she touched her lips, heart 
and brow with finger-tips, meaning these were at our 
service. 

There were only women guests, so we threw back 
our veils, and were quick to note, with the intuition 
of women, that our clothes and jewels were far and 
away grander than those of any of the guests. 

Some were seated round the floor, others talked 
together, and we caught-a peep of an inner room 
where musicians appeared to be getting every note 
possible out of their instruments. Every now and 
again our words were lost as the cymbals clashed, and 
we smiled to each other politely and awaited a lull. 

Our hostess apologised for her humble furniture 
and house, which really required no apology, for it 
was sumptuously decorated, and we assured her, with 
many words fitting to the occasion, that it was a 
beautiful house and an honour to be entertained, while 
she assured us with many fine compliments how the 
honour was hers. 
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Our Chief Kadin threw coins to the minstrels, who, 
obviously gladdened at the unexpectedness of the sum, 
quickened the pace, and the music rose, deafening 
every sound. 

The musicians picked up the coins, licked them and 
stuck them upon their foreheads, at which we laughed 
until we caught the eye of the Kadin. 

The hostess excused herself for going in front and 
led the way along a softly carpeted corridor to a room 
in which every kind of clothes, household utensils, 
carpets, bolsters and jewels seemed to have been placed. 

“The gifts,” she said with outspread hands. “How 
kind everyone has been to her.” 

Our Kadin now called for the slaves and placed 
many packages at the feet of the hostess, who appeared 
to be quite overcome on opening each parcel. 

“How beautiful! My eyes! My heart and soul! My 
life!” and such words as the exquisite embroidery, bro- 
cades, and jewels were spread in a part by themselves, 

“ Royal gifts! Royal gifts! My daughter will be trans- 
ported to even greater joy than is hers at present,” said 
the bride’s mother, whose face by this time was red 
with excitement, 

“Where is the bride?” we asked. 

“Come!” The hostess led the way along more 
corridors until she reached a double door and drew 
aside the curtain. We entered, at first seeing nobody, 
until our eyes travelled to a great sofa at the far end 
of the apartment. 

On it, perfectly still and alone, sat a little figure, 
enveloped in a gauzy cherry-coloured veil reaching to 
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the ground; we gathered round, saying ‘‘ Mashallah,” 
which means good luck and contains an invocation that 
the evil eye may be averted. 

The child, for she could not have been over sixteen, 
was more shy than anyone I had ever seen. Her little 
face was pale, but lit up by enormous soft, brown eyes. 

Her eyebrows had been painted to meet above her 
nose—as was considered great beauty—and her pretty 
mouth heavily smeared with cosmetic. 

She wore much jewellery, and looked dainty as a 
rosebud from the gold-spangled veil over her head to 
the tip of her little gold slippers. 

Her hennaed nails peeped from under the meshes of 
blue gauze. 

Round her eyebrows were little gold tinsel spangles 
attached to the skin. 

She looked more like a large doll than a newly 
married girl, so silent did she sit, 

We breathed the words “Chok guzel”-—very 
beautiful—and then ‘“Mashallah,” to ward off the 
evil eye, as we passed on into the reception-room, 
gaily decorated with flowers. 

This the poor child had to endure for three days, 
sitting alone in that vast apartment. 

“It does not seem to be much enjoyment to get 
married in Stamboul,” I said. 

“Why not?” asked one of my companions; “to be 
able to sit for three days while one is admired by 
everybody is surely amusing.” 

Azizi and I looked at each other. It was not our 
idea of fun. 
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“And of course she, being a rich Pasha’s daughter, 
has so many gifts and a young husband, True, she 
did not see him before their marriage, but her father 
and his father were boyhood friends, and where could 
one hope to find a more suitable match for a daughter 
than the son of so old a friend?” 

I thought of our fairs in Georgia where we mixed 
freely with our young men, and how often on the 
last day of the three days’ fair a young man whom 
we might have encouraged a little, and whom we had 
wanted to attract a great deal, would make our happiness 
complete by handing to us, shyly, on the way home, 
some trifle such as a bracelet with a gaudy bead dangling 
from it, or a flower, impossibly large and vivid-hued, 
to pin in our hair, while we took it shyly yet with the 
utmost content, casting anxious glances at the backs 
of our fathers and mothers who, with their friends, 
trudged along in front of us, unconscious of the budding 
romance which, had they looked round, was taking 
place within their very sight. 

Now my retrospection was broken into as we, the 
Royal Palace girls, were ushered into a room kept 
only for important guests, and there given coffee, fruit 
and sweets, but my thoughts were with the little girl- 
wife, old before her time, who sat so stiffly on the 
brocade sofa. ‘‘Perhaps,” I said to a companion, “she 
is not unhappy.” 

“Who?” 

“The little bride.” 

“Unhappy?” she questioned, “‘of course not, she 
is quiet with excitement. It is the greatest day in her 
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life, To-morrow and the day after she will have all 
looking at her. The relatives will examine closely the 
white trousers; they are in satin, you would notice, 
and she sewed them herself, also the velvet waistcoat 
and the wrap.” 

“Yes, they were very beautiful,” I rejoined, realising 
I was speaking to a Turkish girl who had been brought 
up to these things. 

“Where is her husband?” I asked. 

“Oh, he is entertaining the men. At the end of the 
three days the bridegroom comes and is received with 
great ceremony, many gifts, and is led to the little bride 
whom he has not seen before. Of course his sisters 
have given him every minute detail regarding her, but 
this is but what all sisters do. 

“As soon as the groom sees her, he exclaims about 
her beauty: the moon made by her eyebrows; the 
fringes of her eyelashes; the colour of her eyes and 
mouth—to none of which must she reply. 

“Then the custom is he must make her laugh at 
something he says, if she does not laugh he must hand 
her five gold coins. Each time he fails he must do the 
same, until, unable to bear up any longer, she laughs. 

“A servant then hands him a silver bowl containing 
water and a towel; he dips the towel in the water and 
washes the tinsel from over the eyebrows, then he 
kisses her forehead. She rises from the sofa and goes 
to the feast prepared in their honour. 

“The groom gives the first piece of meat or fowl to 
the bride, who eats it from his fingers, thus showing 
her complete obedience to her lord. 
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“Sometimes the girl and her husband remain with 
the bride’s parents, but generally they go to the bride- 
groom’s house, in which the mother-in-law is head.” 

After we had eaten a little we took farewell of our 
hostess who thanked us for “having gladdened her 
heart, eyes and life,” for coming, and for our presents, 
and put off to the Royal Palace again. 

That night Azizi was very quiet. In vain I tried 
to make her laugh. 

“Why are you so dull?” I asked. ‘‘Have you not 
everything to make you happy?” 

“JT do not like this life,” she said quickly. “I want 
to go back home. J am not happy.” 

“But at home you would be out of place now, and you 
could not work and would be a burden to your family.” 

“No, I would gladly work again to breathe the free 
air of my own hills. I am suffocated, I shall never 
become accustomed to the life here. Had it not been 
for you I should have . . .” 

The sentence remained unfinished. 

“What would you have done, Azizi?” 

“JT am afraid to think.” 

“Cheer up, and make the best of it,” I urged. “We 
have everything we want here, we. . .” 

“Yes, a gilded cage,” she burst out. 

“Hush! hush, my sister.” 

“¥ do not care who hears me; I feel sometimes my 
heart will burst, I am but a sacrifice, dressed and 
perfumed and fed, and all for what?” 

“Well, you may one day be the favourite of the 
Sultan,” I said. 
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“Never, Nitisha, never; I shall die first. I do not 
fear death, but from here there is no other way.” 

“Speak not so, little one,” I replied, soothingly, 
while with my arms around her she sobbed convulsively. 

I said no more, my own tears were too near, but Azizi, 
unlike myself, had not tried to make the best of things, 
her heart was in far-away Georgia, she felt drawn to 
her old home, irresistibly. 

“Nitisha, I will tell you a secret. It eats into my 
heart—it keeps me on the rack. At nights when you 
all sleep it tortures me.” 

“Tell me, Azizi.” 

“The day I was taken in the raid at my village of 
Miety I remember how my cousin, two years older 
than myself, had just ridden away to his home. I had 
watched him out of sight, winding through the hill 
paths, then I threw myself down on the grass, too happy 
to go home, for I had a secret: we two, Mihra, my 
cousin, and myself, we loved each other, When Mihra 
had worked hard for a year more we would be married, 
and would live in the little house—it would be our own 
—across the valley. How I loved Mihra, he was so 
tall, so strong and yet so kind. I would be such a good 
wife to him, and at once the sewing of my trousseau 
would begin, and by the time we were married and 
ready to live in our own little cottage, which would 
be like heaven, he would see what a clever wife Azizi 
would be! 

“T looked over the hills, so quiet it scarcely seemed 
possible to be so happy; but I only needed Mihra to 
make me contented. What did the world beyend the 
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hills, where it was said people had carriages and many 
servants and grand houses, mean to me? Nothing.” 

Here Azizi cried again. 

“Do not speak more of it, little sister,” I begged, 
alarmed at the pallor of her face and the spasms that 
passed through her body. 

“Yes, I must tell someone, and who else than you, 
who are my only real friend here? 

“Well, almost as I thought of the carriages I saw 
one! Not in imagination, as it seemed it must be at 
first, but in reality. It looked small in the distance, 
but I had heard from odd travellers what carriages 
were like and I knew at once. 

“Beside it several men rode on horseback. I rushed 
down the hillside to my home and there, breathless, 
told my mother what I had seen. 

“Only travellers passing on the hill road, my couzoun 
(lambkin). Help me to prepare your father’s supper.” 
I longed to tell my mother my other secret which now 
occupied my thoughts, but I felt nervous and afraid, 
anxious lest my unusual excitement should be apparent 
to my mother, and hid the silver bracelet Mihra 
had given me under my sleeve, so that my mother 
could not see it. 

“Then I heard a galloping horse. 

“Mihra, it must be! I rushed out to the courtyard, 
but it was not my sweetheart, but a tall, coarse-looking 
man in a black sheepskin coat and high black hat. 

“Who are you?’ I asked, 

“The way he looked at me made me frightened— 
his eyes travelled over me from head to foot, and rushing 
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at me he snatched me in his great arms, flung me 
across the saddle and galloped away with me. 

“The last sight I had of my home was my poor 
mother racing after us,calling, ‘Azizi! Azizi!’ fainter 
and fainter until I must have lost consciousness. 

“Then the awful journey, until we joined many 
others like myself bound for the slave-market. It has 
been a nightmare. Everything is a mockery, would 
be if I were the only wife of the Sultan—a Queen. 
No! Nitisha, my sister, my only friend, my heart is 
broken, I cannot live.” 

My own heart was too full to reply, and the 
summons came to prepare for the evening meal. 

I felt Azizi would recover her composure, especially 
as we were to go on the Bosphorus in the moonlight, 
for whatever beauty the world holds, there must be 
none to equal such as that which we were to see after 
the evening meal. 

I noticed Azizi ate little, and spoke as one in a 
dream. Even the make-up looked strange and mask- 
like on her face. 

“Are you ill?” I asked after supper. “Go to bed 
and do not come if you are.” 

“No, I am not ill,” she replied. ‘I will come.” 

The moon was full, the sea like a velvet carpet. As 
we wafted along I breathed in the beauty, the fairy- 
like loveliness of the stars, the twinkling lights, the 
gauzy, veil-like haze between us and the trees and 
through which lights danced and sparkled. 

The girls chattered and I turned to Azizi. 

“Is it not beautiful?” I asked softly. 
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“Yes... yes... 

Her voice trailed away. 

“You are better here?” 

“Yes, I am better.” 

Suddenly she said: 

“Nitisha.”” 

“Yes?” 

“Are you afraid of the water?” 

“No, of course not. You mean if the boat was 
upset?” 

“Yes,” 

“No, Azizi, the boat is safe.” 

“Are you afraid of death?” 

“Of course not,” I Jaughed, although something 
cold seemed to grip me. “Do not talk of death, Azizi, 
when the night is so lovely. It talks to the soul, do 
you not think so?” 

“Yes, Nitisha, I am sure it does, it talks to the soul; 
that must be what it is.” 

So quietly she said the words I scarcely caught them. 

“Do you believe there is a heaven where we meet 
after death?” 

“Tam sure of it,” I said as lightly as 1 could. ‘‘ Why 
do you say these things, Azizi? Death is not exactly 
happiness, at least not to talk of it when one is young ...”” 

“It is the open door of my gold cage, my sister.” 
T turned to look at the other girls, afraid lest our con- 
versation be overheard, for jealousy was everywhere, 
and IJ feared for Azizi’s words. 

The next instant there was a cry, another, and now 
the eunuchs were calling. 


” 


80 MY HAREM LIFE 

I looked round. Azizi was gone, I called her name, 
again and again, in a voice fearful and trembling. Icy 
fingers gripped my heart. My lips went dry. The rowing 
slowed down, the Chief Kadin enquired of the eunuchs 
and returned to say someone had fallen into the water. 

The cries of the eunuchs filled the air, but Azizi 
was never seen again, 

I was ill for weeks of the shock. Her words came 
to me whenever there was a silence, and never did 
we sail on the Bosphorus again, never did I see the 
darling little birds, but I thought of poor Azizi, freed 
from her golden cage. Years after, many years, I 
heard that Mihra, her cousin, to whom she had given 
her heart, had been killed in a raid the very night Azizi 
was drowned. May their souls be together in Paradise. 

We were not allowed to speak after that of Azizi. 

Four other eunuchs always accompanied each boat 
after that, but the moonlight sails had lost all their 
charm for me. 
* The sea was to me the grave of my friend; the oars, 
I felt, disturbed her rest; and the air had a chillness 
afterwards that never altered. The moon as it played 
over the waters seemed to search for her, endlessly, 
fruitlessly. 

As I said, we were never allowed to refer to the 
incident. It was said that “Allah had destroyed the 
girl,” and there the matter ended, for I never confided 
her talks to me to anyone. It would have been a joke 
for some of the jealous ones, and it concerned myself 
only. 


CHAPTER VII 


THE GRAND VIZIER—SWEETMEAT-MAKING—THE FEAST OF 
BARAM—THE SULTAN’S GIFT 


Our new work-rooms were much larger than the ones 
we had left, and many more slaves were required to 
gather the blossoms, rose, orange and jasmine, to 
name afew. These they put into stone presses, extracting 
the juice which was purified by being strained through 
muslin and then mixed with oil, for all Turkish perfumes 
have an oil base. 

The work was hard for the slaves; some spent many 
hours in the special gardens where these blossoms 
were grown. The scents were also given to the cosmetic 
department, and a lady would have powder, lip salve, 
hair pomade, and hand cream of all the same scent, 
or perhaps each day would use another scent in all 
the cosmetics. 

The perfume pervaded our rooms and we did not 
require any other scent. 

The scents were made from old recipes kept by the 
Sultana for whom it was required, who gave it to her 
Chief Kadin, and this recipe was never allowed to pass 
into other hands. 

If any of the Sultanas thought the newly-made 
perfume not right, for any reason which she did not 


require to give—and this happened frequently, and 
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was supposed to be a sign of the highest breeding— 
the entire quantity had to be destroyed. This was 
quite a ceremony in itself, attended as it was by Kisler 
Aga, the Chief Black Eunuch, the Chief Kadin, 
the Mistress of the young ladies, It was said that 
that particular perfume was not always destroyed, 
and one could scarcely wonder if those chosen regretted 
the waste more than the command of their royal mistress, 
and reserved the expensive scent, which had cost so 
much labour. Gossip had it that another royal whim 
of the Sultanas was to have jewels cut and made 
into pieces of jewellery for themselves. The Chief 
Jewel-setter brought the finished work to Kisler Aga, 
who took it to the Sultana for whom it was made. 
If the lady was in a good humour the goldsmiths 
responsible for the work were given gold coins, but 
if another humour that day possessed the Sultana, 
everything would be wrong, the design, the setting, 
and the cutting, and a boat would at once be ordered 
to proceed out into the Sea of Marmora and there, 
under the eyes of Kisler Aga, the offending piece 
would be committed to the depths of the sea. 

At that time a famous calligraphist was decorating 
a new room for the Sultan. 

Texts from the Koran were to be inscribed on 
the walls in gold, blue, red and green, and the work 
would take many years. As no pictures are allowed in 
the Islamic religion, wherein it is forbidden for its 
followers to have any likeness whatsoever of any 
Muslim, or of anything whatsoever upon the house 
walls, this beautiful calligraphy is skilfully reproduced 
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to form circles, or diamonds, or oblongs forming 
exquisite patterns, and not only the entire walls, but 
ceilings, too, are covered with it. Each circle or square 
of this beautiful writing has its own contrasting back- 
ground, and the colours are most beautifully blended, 
every colour being used so finely that one never sees 
any garishness, or clumsiness, or harshness, and it is only 
on close examination that one realises the writing 
exists. 

One Sultan who cared less than the others for the 
praise and plaudits of men had had a private room 
of his own so done at the request of his Grand Vizier 
and Ministers, to show all his names, and to sing 
all his praises. The Grand Vizier was a man of education 
and when he showed the many closely written pages 
which were to be transferred to the walls to his royal 
master, the Sultan, after having looked over them, said 
the work might begin, but that he wanted the outside 
rim of the cupola of the room reserved for what he 
himself thought ought to be added. 

The Vizier could not think what he had omitted, 
and gathered together all the chief officers of the 
Salamik, or the Sultan’s Court, thinking what other 
title or attribute they had forgotten—yet none could 
think of anything left out of the many hundreds of 
virtues, abilities, powers, endowments, efficiencies, 
might, influence, supremacy and seniority with which 
they had coupled his name. 

The Vizier daily begged the Sultan to tell him wherein 
he had erred, and what he could do to make up for the 
default. 
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The Sultan said he would speak only when the work 
was completed. 

The Grand Vizier felt keenly the cloud under which 
he was, and each time he was summoned to the Sultan 
he said to himself: “Now, His Imperial Highness 
will speak and my shame will be complete. That 
which I have forgotten will be told.” 

But never did the Sultan say the fateful words, 
the words which must bring the final degradation upon 
the proud Vizier. 

Daily when not occupied with State affairs the 
Vizier summoned as many of his senior officers as he 
could get and together they thought and thought as to 
what had been overlooked. 

None could think of anything else which could be 
said in favour of the great and powerful Sultan. 

Never once could they find or think of anything 
in the five years while the calligraphist toiled at the 
exacting work; nor did the Sultan speak. 

The Vizier watched the work draw to a close, saw the 
slim four-inch-wide circle round the cupola left at the 
order of the Sultan, and the day came when the work was 
done and only the fateful sentence remained to be filled in. 

Trembling and unable to stand before his master, 
the Vizier threw himself upon the carpet at the feet 
of the ruler. 

“Defender of the poor, the faithful, and the distressed, 
the work is finished. Show your miserable servant the 
fatal words, and then determine the end of his humilia- 
tion by ordering his execution, which alone can wipe 
out the shame.” 
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Slowly the Sultan opened a box of private papers 
and withdrew a slip, silently he handed it to the trembling 
Vizier, who with shaking hands read: ‘‘All these are 
the attributes of the Sultan Ahmed, but yet the Sultan 
Ahmed must die.” 

When the Grand Vizier had read the words and stood 
open-mouthed before his master, the Sultan said: 

“Vizier Azem, while you praise me, do not forget 
God is above me.” 

Rebuked, the Vizier bowed low, left the apartment, 
and fell fainting into the arms of the officers gathered 
outside. 

After our ‘work,’ if it could be so termed, was over, 
we repaired to our little kiosks in the gardens, where 
we sat talking and eating fruits, melons, grapes, figs, 
mulberries and apricots, and sweetmeats, including 
sugared almonds and little thin cakes soaked in honey. 

These sweetmeats were made in our kitchens, 
attached to our apartments and under the very strict 
supervision of a master of the kitchens. 

Only the finest ingredients were used, and there 
was always great demand in the hot weather for the 
delicious sherbets made from lemon or orange juice, 
and even in our little garden kiosks the scent, orange 
flower, jasmine and attar of roses followed us, even 
our food seemed to taste of it. 

Our slaves waited upon us and attended to all our 
wants with the greatest devotion, telling us sometimes 
of their visits to the bazaars, and what they saw. How 
one street was the booksellers’ street, another the shoe- 
makers’, a third the silk merchants’, or the cloth bazaar, 
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and how the proprietor sat at the open front smoking 
his nargileh, talking to neighbours or calling out his 
wares to the passersby. How they approached, being 
asked to come and look, and then how the bargaining 
had started and eventually they had paid less than the 
price the merchant had mentioned at first. And they 
told us how the Turkish women they met go to the 
public baths, pointing out to us their yellow domes with 
windows in the roofs, and how they gossiped while 
they washed or dressed their hair, or washed their 
children. Here, too, they drank coffee, and spent 
many hours, while after the washing and hairdressing 
was finished the make-up women came and applied 
cosmetics to their faces. The slaves of these women 
were in attendance, carrying clean garments into which 
their mistresses changed. 

When we had listened to the slaves’ gossip of a 
world in which we lived but knew nothing of, we 
went again into the harem dining-room. ‘‘To-night 
we must eat well, for to-morrow is the first day of 
Ramadan,” said the Chief Kadin, “‘and from the time 
in the morning when the daylight is such that you can 
just distinguish a black from a white thread the fast 
begins. There must be nothing eaten, nor nothing 
taken to drink, no smoking, the fast must be complete, 
until sunset, then we shall feast again. It will be good 
for you, for all of us, for we live sumptuously, and 
a little fasting will show us what it means to be 
poor,” 7 

“Yes, but we may feast after sunset, and eat all the 
most delicious things then. I shall eat until sunrise 
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when the fast begins again,” responded Leila, who was 
fat and loved all good things. 

“Let us change day into night. I shall eat all night 
and sleep all day,” ventured Lili who never allowed 
anything to interfere with anything she wanted to do. 

“IT am rather sick and therefore will not be expected 
to keep the fast,” said Meyra. 

“Indeed! Buyuk Hanum (great lady), may I ask 
what that is under the scarf on your footstool?” 

“Those? Oh, only some sweetmeats,” replied Meyra, 
“which I had brought in case.” 

“In case what?” 

“T got better.” 

We all laughed, and Lili advised her to get a jar 
of roseleaf jam in case she completely recovered. 

The Ramadan days dragged past; owing to the fasting 
we were not expected to make the perfume, none of 
the other harem ladies did either embroidery or sewing 
or any work whatsoever, so for those thirty days there 
was little to break the monotony from the early prayer 
until sunset, by which time the tables were spread 
and ready for the hour of sunset when the cannon 
boomed the end of the fast for the day, when we 
gathered into the dining-room for the Iftar and the 
welcome word ‘“Buryuroon”—help yourselves—was 
heard. 

However, at last, the last week, known as the seven 
holy nights of Ramadan, came, and being the termina- 
tion of the fast, the Sultan, accompanied by the Imams 
of all the mosques in Istanboul, the Imperial Guard 
resplendent in gold-bedizened uniforms formed a 
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double line, through which the Sultan, the Imams, 
the Grand Vizier, Pashas, Beys, and Court Ministers 
passed, followed by the aides-de-camp and court 
pages. 

It was difficult to tell who was most grandly dressed, 
or decorated would be a better description. Most 
of the chief servants rode on spirited Arab horses, 
whose flowing manes and tails and silky coats were a 
sight in themselves. 

The soldiers followed bearing their arms. Then the 
Imperial grooms followed, leading the Sultan’s horses-—~ 
decorated in pearl, diamond and gold harness with 
great headdresses of peacock feathers. The horses’ 
feet scarcely touched the ground. 

The Grand Vizier came next, tall and magnificent in 
ceremonial long robe of white satin, trimmed lavishly 
with sable, and a square two-feet-high Kilavi, headdress 
of white silk, trimmed with a band of rich gold lace. 

The Grand Vizier was the only official to wear 
white satin, although a number of the others wore 
white cloth, and some carried swords, while all except 
the Imperial lawyers carried jewelled daggers in their 
girdles. 

All those who had made the pilgrimage to Holy 
Mecca and rejoiced in the title of Hadji affected green 
turbans. 

The Sultan himself brought up the rear on a milk- 
white Arab with perfect curving neck, flowing mane 
and satin gleaming coat. 

His Imperial Highness looked pale in the glittering 
array which preceded and surrounded him—for he was 
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infinitely less gorgeously arrayed than any of his officials 
and ministers. 

Nor did he require any jewels, for the harness of his 
horse, the bridle, the cruppers, the saddle, was ablaze 
with diamonds, pearls, emeralds and rubies, flashing 
and scintillating, and on his own head was a simple 
fez in which a splendid aigrette—the symbol of the 
ruler supreme, the defender of the faithful, the shadow 
of Allah, and a hundred other appellations—was 
held by a brooch of great fiery diamonds. 

Behind all this array we travelled in our carriages 
with drawn blinds, yet we had seen the magnificence 
of it all for the hours before the cavalcade was ready 
to move off—on the drive to the Mosque of St. 
Sophia. 

All along the route we could hear the shouts ringing: 
“Long live the Sultan! Long live the protector of the 
poor!” 

Through the side of the blinds we observed, without 
being seen, the picturesque crowd. Everyone wore 
his best, everywhere there was colour. All eyes were 
on the procession moving slowly through the populace. 

Never could I have dreamed in the seemingly now 
so far-away Georgia such grandeur, such dignity, such 
solemnity, such splendour. 

We reached the mosque and another hour elapsed 
before those in front filed in. 

At last our turn came, our carriages drew up close 
to the side door and we stepped out quickly, and 
leaving our shoes at the door were ushered by the 
eunuchs to our seats in the screened balcony, where 
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we saw all the solemnity and splendour in a setting 
which struck one with awe. 

The Sultan ceased to be the mighty one. He was 
now the brother of the least of his attendants, for 
here in this mosque in the sight of God all men were 
equal, so says the Moslem Law. 

While the Imam repeated verses from the Holy 
Koran we had time to look round the magnificent 
building, from the entrance at the beautiful curtains 
embroidered with texts from the Koran. 

The nave is one hundred and ten feet high, two 
hundred feet wide, and one hundred and eighty feet 
from floor to the top of the dome. 

The building was dedicated by Constantine the 
Great to Eternal wisdom. 

It is said that once when the building was damaged 
by an earthquake it was rebuilt, more beautiful than 
before the catastrophe, by Constantine, who dressed 
like any one of the ten thousand workmen he employed, 
in a plain cotton tunic; at the completion of the work, 
forgetful of the solemnity of the building, he rushed 
to the altar and throwing himself on the floor in an 
ecstasy of emotion cried: 

“Solomon, I have surpassed thee.” 

Here, too, Belisarius hung his trophies of war, 
and Narses offered his sword of victory. 

Here one sees marble from Phrygia, rose veined 
on black marble from Laconia, granite from Egypt, 
porphyry from Sardig. 

The floors shine like silver, the mosaic walls gleam 
through the one hundred and seven great pillars, 
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while four immense angels, enfolded in purple wings, 
look down from the dome. 

Every part of the wall is carved in mosaic. Light 
streams in from the many windows in the circle in 
the dome on to the gold and blue of the walls, and 
on the great green discs fixed all round the upper 
gallery with their verses from the Koran, painted with 
Turkish characters,—while others have the name of 
the companion of the Prophet Mahomed, each letter 
many yards long. 

Then the voice of the Imam ceased, and turning 
our faces towards the Mihrab where the Koran rests, 
we faced the Holy City of Mecca and offered our 
prayers. 

This over, we waited until the congregation had 
left the mosque, then we filed out, replaced our shoes 
and returned to the palace. 

Immediately following the month’s fast of Ramadan 
was the feast of the Great Baram, which begins 
on the first sign of the new moon after the fast. 
Sometimes if the weather is cloudy the new moon 
may not be visible, and in that case the feast is delayed. 

Eagerly we listened for the booming of the guns 
which told us the feast had begun. Then drums 
were beaten by the soldiers and the merriment began, 
and with it a great deal of extra visiting for us, which 
also meant many rosewater baths, new clothes, presents 
to and from each other, and from the Sultan Validé, 
and the Sultan himself. 

First the ministers, from the Grand Vizier down to 
the pages, salute the Sultan, who after receiving the 
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salutation has prepared a great royal feast in the Chamber 
of the Divan where the chief officials are entertained. 

So elaborate is this feast, it is said that two hundred 
cooks take a week to prepare it, and that many new 
dishes have to be thought out for the occasion. 

As much of the preparation for this feast is done 
during the last days of the fast, it must mean almost 
torture to fasting men, who are not even allowed to 
take a drop of water. 

After this feast, the first of the week of feasting, the 
the Sultan gives a present to cach minister, and the 
opening ceremony is over. 

Then our procession, headed by Sultan Validé, 
followed by the Queens, presents itself and we pay our 
respects to the Sultan, after which we return to our 
harem for the feast, which lasts up to five hours. 

Then perhaps the Sultan asks for some of the slaves 
to dance before him, or play the zither, or sing. 

At this request excitement reaches its height. The 
Queen Mother chooses the slaves, perhaps thirty in 
number, for their beauty and accomplishments. The 
rest of the day is spent in their beautification, which 
begins with baths and ends with the final touch before 
they appear in the Hall of the Dance, after the Sultan’s 
evening meal. 

How lovely they are, these girls of all nationalities, 
how graceful! 

Halima of the great melting brown eyes, the dimpled 
chin and the braids of red brown hair almost to the 
ground. Zelima of the oval face, the tiny mouth, 
the sparkling blue eyes and the curly fair hair. 
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These descriptions might fit any or all of the thirty. 
It seems a shame to call them by the name of slave, 
when anything more beautiful might be chosen. 

‘Slave’ conjures up all that is base and low and 
senile, while these light-hearted, lovely girls, ranging 
from sixteen to nineteen, chosen as they have been from 
many countries for their beauty, might rightly be 
called angels without fear of contradiction. 

Yet they are not as common slaves. Theirs is the 
privilege of amusing the Sultan, to pass harmoniously 
and decorate gorgeously the hours of relaxation of the 
tuler of the Universe, with always the knowledge 
in each of their anxiously beating hearts of what is 
already history, that not once but many times have 
the Sultans fallen in love with slaves, and married 
them, and how in time the sons born of this united love 
have in their turn ruled ‘Turkey. For Sultans, be their 
attributes never so high-sounding, are but human 
beings and love is but love. 

The Chief Kadin passed the girls, examining their 
hair, teeth, fingers, clothes, and even their bare arched 
feet. When all were ready the Chief Eunuch conducted 
them to the Hall of the Dance where they awaited the 
coming of the Sultan. 

After our own feast we examine our gifts, from 
the bracelets, earrings, and necklaces of pearls, diamonds, 
emeralds, rubies, sapphires given us by the Sultan, 
to the clothes presented by the Queen Mother, and then 
to the little gifts we have exchanyed with each other. 

Then we have our own slaves to dance and sing 
for us—-the party arranged by the Chief Kadin, who 
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supplies many sweetmeats, sherbet, coffee and cigarettes 
during the performance. 

The fortune-teller comes and reads our foreheads, 
receives gifts and food, and goes away to do likewise 
until the fortunes of all the women in the palace have 
been told, and she has collected much in money, clothes 
and edibles. 

The moncy, she tells us, will keep her in comfort 
in what she pleases to call her years of infirmity, which, 
as she is now nearly one hundred years old, cannot, 
at the longest, be many. 

Now we play a game called Yadacé. It is not supposed 
to be gambling, but rather a game of forfeits. 

The game begins and may continue as long as one 
likes, for it can be played for years, and does not interfere 
with one’s occupation. There can be two players, 
which is less strain. 

For instance, I will say to Alieh, “Here is a piece 
of ribbon.” 

We cut it in half, one part Alich takes, one part 
I retain, We must not after this take anything from 
each other without saying before we touch it, “Ala 
bali,” or with my knowledge, meaning we remember the 
game we are playing. If we do we must pay a forfeit; 
this may be a gold coin or a piece of jewellery, or clothing. 

Now having opened the game we amuse ourselves 
in other ways, dancing, singing, balancing, all the 
time trying not to be taken off our guard. 

Half an hour later, Alieh says: 

“Nitisha, you have dropped your bracelet, it must 
be broken.” 
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I turn round quickly, anxious only not to lose my 
valuable, when luckily I remember I did not wear 
that particular piece of jewellery that evening and do 
not take it from her. 

All around there is great merriment, for some of 
the girls forget and we hear ‘‘ Yadacé” called and know 
forfeits have to be delivered up. 

The Chief Kadin, now the excitement is at its height, 
and probably because we are becoming too noisy, 
called to us to rest for a time. 

“We do not want to rest,” we say. 

“T know, but I thought of a story I heard from 
an old story-teller many years ago; I will tell it to 
you.” 

Quickly we sit down, clapping our hands, for we 
love stories, and she begins: 

“Many years ago, the Sultan had a Grand Vizier 
named Halin—the fat one; so fat was he that two 
lengths of cloth instead of one went to the making 
of his robe. The Sultan made a great favourite of 
Halin because he said every time he looked at the Vizier 
he was obliged to laugh. 

“Now Halin was not liked even by the slaves in 
the palace, for it was the custom of the Sultan to give 
occasionally, a slave to the Vizier, and these girls, who 
dreamed of tall, slim, handsome young husbands, 
found nothing in the vast expanse of the Grand Vizier 
to fit their dreams, so that it became a joke amongst 
them and they said to each other, ‘Perhaps you will be 
presented to the Vizier.’ This they came to say only 
when they disagreed. 
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“One night after the Fast of Ramadan, and at the 
first night feast of Baram the Sultan was so greatly 
amused at the amount of food the Vizier ate that he 
called for more and stil! more for him. 

“Yet even the appetite of the fat one was at last 
satisfied, but there was still some food left. 

“«Fat, eat,” commanded the Sultan, while the other 
ministers and officials, who also had overeaten them- 
selves, had to laugh at the joke of the Sultan, not 
because they saw any fun, nor because they were 
able to laugh without giving themselves hiccoughs, 
but because they were thankful the command was not 
given to themselves. 

“Well, then the Vizicr made a movement as though 
to cat, but having eaten far beyond his usual capacity 
he sank back. 

“The Sultan, on whose right hand he sat, saw a rare 
joke in this and whispered in the Vizier’s ear: 

““T will present to you a young and beautiful slave 
if you finish the food.’ 

“Now the Vizier knew the promise sheathed a royal 
command, and it was said by those there that the 
others who were already suffering the many pangs 
of the overeaten began to experience yet more when 
they were obliged to witness the scarcely veiled misery 
of their fellow. 

“They were nevertheless obliged to pretend to 
enjoy the spectacle, for had one shown his real feelings 
the Sultan would have at once ordered more food for 
him; after all, one cannot tell a Sultan one has had 
enough of his food! 
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“So eventually, to the roars of genuine laughter 
from the Sultan and less real merriment from the 
gorged ministers, the Grand Vizier was carried out of 
the banqueting hall, scarcely alive. 

“Tt took ten strong eunuchs to carry him, 

“Next day the Sultan, remembering his promise, 
and the vast amount of enjoyment he had had from the 
spectacle the previous night, summoned the Vizier 
and presented Zara, one of his most beautiful slaves, 
as slim and fair and dainty as Halin was fat and large. 

“The Sultan had done this on purpose, for he 
enjoyed his own idea of fun greatly, and saw the two 
eye each other with some trepidation, saw them also 
remember in whose presence they were, for after all 
the Sultan was the Sultan and a slave but a slave. 

“The Vizier received the gift with the correct 
amount of graceful thanks, and the slave accepted the 
new master with the required amount of servility, and 
another joke of the Sultan’s was over—for the Sultan. 

“The Vizier already had three wives—he did not 
know how those three ladies would view the dainty 
newcomer, and he saw that although he might be able 
to give his own estraordinary amount of jealousy more 
than enough to do regarding Zara, the three wives might 
also have their point of view, for he had marricd them 
many years ago when both he and they had been young, 
and he knew their feelings and his own comfort too 
well to add the fourth wife his religion allowed him. 

“Here, however, a problem had sprung up, and 
there was nothing for it but to marry Zara and make 
it, as the Sultan had advised, a round number. 
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“The ceremony over, the old wives, hithertofore 
jealous of each other, joined together against this one 
who threatened the peace of all, who, shameless and 
artful as they said she was, threatened the peace— 
of which there was littlke—of what they spoke of as their 
‘hearts’ abode’ and without thinking of them had 
started the ‘only trouble there had ever been.’ 

“The fat one now found life intolerable, for Zara, 
with the spirits of youth and its love of fun, played 
havoc in the harem of the Grand Vizier. First she 
would make Halin so jealous he trembled with rage 
—again she would make herself so attractive in front 
of the old wives that they could have strangled her 
but for fear of the wrath of their husband. 

“The Grand Vizier now knew no peace. He loved 
Zara to tears, and she behaved to him as only a beautiful 
girl can treat a man who loves her to distraction. 

“As for the wives, jealousy consumed them as a 
flame destroys a feather. ‘They knew she alone filled 
his pipe, gave him sherbet, massaged the soles of his 
feet when he was tired and would sleep sweetly, and 
when they heard her sweet voice singing to their lord, 
and the strains of the gouithrah float through to their 
apartments in the harem, they stopped their ears with 
cotton-wool and planned her downfall, for there is 
nothing a woman will not think of, much less three 
women, to encompass the ruin of a rival. 

“They saw the jewels, the clothes, the expensive 
perfume Halin gave Zara, and waited. They would 
cast a net round her, the hated one, and destroy her, 
for they knew the jealousy of their husband, and 
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knew something Zara did not, they knew how cruel 
he could be, and how swift in his ferocity. 

“Outwardly there was no sign of their feelings; 
they appeared the same towards Halin, who in spite 
of having four wives knew naught of women’s ways, 
and taking heart the fat one congratulated himself on 
the way things were going and gave himself over 
completely to Zara. 

“Tt was she who first thought of challenging him 
to a game of Yadac¢, and nothing loath he accepted 
the challenge as gladly as he would have done had she 
asked him to die for her. 

“*By all means, Kutchuk Hanum—little lady—we 
begin the game to-day.’ 

“Zara clapped her hands. 

““T shall win!’ 

“Very well, if you win I will settle my diamonds 
and pearls upon our first-born.” 

“That day, as though to add flames to his raging 
jealousy, the chief wife breathed, no more, a few 
words about a visitor who had been to see Zara when 
Halin was out. 

“He would not ask questions of Hassaini, the head 
wife; devoured as he already was by jealousy, he felt 
scarce able to realize the weight of this new blow. 

“At once he set his servants to spy upon Zara. He 
even bribed the attendants at the bath to tell him what 
conversations she had in their hearing. 

“Then he began to spend long hours walking up 
and down the corridors outside the Sultan’s apartments, 
fearing each time his name was called lest it be to say 
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the lover of Zara was with her. Yet he knew he longed 
to hear the words, to rush in, to hold—to kill the vile 
wretch who set sacrilegious feet in his harem. 

“Each time he heard his name he felt unable to 
move, so heavy and unresponsive had his feet become. 
At other times tears rolled down his cheeks and even 
the jokes of the Sultan failed to annoy him. He was 
as one bereft of all fecling save that of jealousy. 

“One day, while he sat weak and anxious almost 
to desperation, not having eaten for two days, one of 
his spics came. 

““Noble master, I have seen with these eyes . . . 
the man hesitated. 

“Speak, fool, and speak only the truth, or by Allah 
1 shall blind thee.’ 

“*Protector, I saw a slave beckon to a Frank, a 
forcigner, who approached, gave her money and 
followed her, I saw them go into the Zara Hanoum's 
apartments.’ 

“No longer than it takes a man, even if he be fat, 
to reach under such circumstances the apartments of 
his wife, the heart of his heart, did it take Halin to 
hurry to Zara’s sleeping apartment. 

“Perspiration dropped from his face, his ears were 
on fire, his throat was ablaze, as he faced the woman 
slave. ‘I will slit thy throat,’ he cried at her, ‘daughter 
of a mad father,’ and he gripped his scimitar. Just 
then he caught sight of Zara bending over a long 
chest. He knew she kept her most expensive clothes 


in it, but he also knew it was large and not nearly 
full. 


» 
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““*Ah,’ the word was a challenge, it told he had 
guessed the truth. 

“The thrice cursed giaour was in the chest. In a 
bound he dashed at it, and tore at the lid, but the 
chest was locked. 

“The key, woman!” 

““Y have lost it.’ 

“Lost it! It is a lic! Open the chest, before I 
wrench it open with my scimitar—for before half an 
hour elapses I shall cut the head off this infidel and 
place it on the highest tower of the palace.” 

“Mercy! Mercy, noble lord,’ cried Zara. ‘Mercy!’ 
while the slave crouched wide-eyed and speechless 
against the wall. 

“*The key, woman!’ shricked Halin, foaming at 
the mouth. 

“Zara handed it to him. The lid was opened— 
there under the clothes was a figure. 

“Halin yelled, 

“Infidel! Despoiler! Wretch! Come out to your 
doom! Come out to mect your death!” 

“Slowly while Halin raised the scimitar the figure 
rose, dressed in the clothes of the hated infidel. ‘he 
same minute it stood up facing him, not a Frank, but 
the Circassian slave of Zara, who laughed and laughed 
at her husband’s surprise. 

““What docs this mean?” 

“*Vadacé,’ shricked Zara, ‘Yadacé. You took the 
key without saying ‘Ala bali”—now who has won?’ 

“*God is great, on Him the salute,’ breathed Halin, as 
he held Zara, the heart of his heart, close in his arms.” 
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After the story was finished we gossiped for an hour, 
and then the Kadin said: 

“Now to bed, for to-morrow His Imperial Majesty 
the Sultan will review the troops and you may watch 
him.” Another outing! We clapped our hands. ‘‘ Make 
the most of it, my dears—there are only a few days 
left, and then we must return to our tasks,’”’ warned 
the Chief Kadin. 

The next morning we rose early. It was a day of 
brilliant sunshine, blue skies and water and every- 
thing sparkled, a day for a holiday. 

In Istanboul it always seems somebody's holiday 
—Friday is the Turks’ holiday, Saturday the Jews’, 
Sunday the Christians’; added to these there are other 
holidays of Armenians, Greeks, and Catholics. Most 
of these people, however they may differ in religion, 
all gather in the Field of the Dead to enjoy themselves. 

This grim-sounding name does nothing to describe 
the beauty of the cypress and poplar trees, nor the 
colour given by the sherbet-sellers’ stalls, coffee-shops, 
or the striped tents of the story-tellers. There are, 
of course, many tombs beside which one may find a 
fortune-teller, a sweet-seller, or a tired man sound 
asleep. 

The Field of the Dead is more a hill than a field; 
great valleys run on either side. 

Here, then, in the vast expanse the review was to 
take place. 

After much excitement at the idea of another outing 
we set off, in much the same way as we went to the 
Mosque of St. Sophia. 
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As we left the palace the guns boomed to give notice 
of the Sultan’s departure. 

When we arrived, the troops on horseback, foot and 
the artillery were drawn up in two very long lines, 
and as the Sultan appeared the troops shouted, the 
onlookers took up the cry and the field was very much 
that of the living. “Long live the Sultan!” 

As the Sultan proceeded, mounted on a black Arab, 
harnessed in gem-incrusted harness, and followed by 
the Grand Master of the Artillery, the shouts became 
one long roar. 

After this came the marshals, the generals, the 
colonels and the officers of the Imperial Palace, and 
after them the lesser ministers. These palace officers, 
all of whom were mounted, included the officer in 
charge of the linen, the Cibukgibashi, or officer in 
charge of the Imperial pipes, the Tutungi-bashi, or 
tobacco bearer, and the Khaffigi, who made the coffee. 
This man always carried in his bag everything required 
for the making of coffee, so that if His Sultanic Majesty 
required refreshment, his most trusted Khaffigi was 
at hand. 

We were told there were twenty thousand soldiers 
and officers at the review. 

Next, several horsemen showed their prowess by 
maneuvring their horses, galloping and picking up 
other soldiers from the ground—standing upright in 
the saddle at the gallop—or one soldier on horseback 
jumping over two stationary horses. 

After this, at many shouts of command, the soldiers 
reformed into two long lines. The Sultan rode through 
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them, speaking now and again to the commanders. 
When he reached the end he saluted, guns were fired 
in the air, and the Sultan, followed by his ministers 
and personal servants and ourselves, returned to the 
palace. That night a great feast was given by the 
Sultan. 

The following day came the presentation of gifts 
to His Imperial Majesty—from the Grand Vizier, the 
Muftis, the Sheikhs, and all the traders from the city; 
all dressed in their feast-day clothes, they were presented 
in the Hall of Public Audience, when they deposited 
their gifts and retired, happy in having seen the face 
of the Sultan. 

Later came the long procession of beggars, blind, 
deaf, dumb, lame, into the courtyard of the Vizier. 
All who were not dumb cried blessings upon the 
Defender of the Faith and sought his blessings in 
return. To these, money, fruit, sweets, sherbets were 
given, and we watched long columns of surely every 
beggar in Turkey file out of the gate. 

Now from our golden latticed balcony we saw many 
dervishes appear, friars vowed to poverty and austerity. 

All were dirty and had allowed their hair to grow; 
some had plaited goat and monkey hair with their own, 
which hung down their backs in long untidy plaits. 

Some wore only a long shirt, others many strings 
of beads and only loincloths, but all had the same 
aversion to washing, while others wore long robes 
with short coats and high hats, 

The dervishes care nothing for riches or the comforts 
of life, and some are supposed to be able to speak 


MY HAREM LIFE 105 


with the puries or fairies. Many do not hold converse 
with human beings, but live in the woods in the utmost 
poverty, subsisting on roots and such fruits as they 
can gather, renouncing all worldly things. Others 
travel from place to place, eating food at their own 
wayside food-houses. 

Their silence does not appear to interfere with their 
well-being, for the better-class people consider it a 
privilege to give alms to the brotherhood. 

These dervishes live in monasteries, where the 
travellers of their Order may receive food, clothing 
and rest. Many travel through the entire country on 
charity. 

The Prior or Head of a monastery wears a long, 
loose long-sleeved garment, reaching to the ankles, 
and a turban-like headdress, over a high-crowned hat 
made of camel hair. 

The dervishes practise patience, humility, charity, 
modesty and silence, this last most rigorously in presence 
of their Superior. They also make it a habit to keep 
the eyes lowered and the head forward on the breast. 
Their shirts are of cotton under the woollen cloak 
garment caught in a leather belt. Breast and feet are 
bare. 

Another type of the same sort is the Santone or 
Holy Man, who retire from the world to overcome 
all animal desires and picasure—even to doing with- 
out a shirt, which they do not consider necessary, 
and wearing only a short, full, skirt-like garment to 
the knees, and a cloak, open in front, covering the 
back to the waist, tied round the neck. 
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Many members of these brotherhoods crowded into 
the courtyard of the Grand Vizier to receive charity 
from the Sultan, who gave liberally to ali of them. 

The week of feasting came to an end. Many of the 
girls had so overeaten themselves as to be confined to 
their beds, and had to be attended by the harem doctor, 
who ordered in many cases two days’ fast. This order 
appeared after the first day to have cured quite a 
number, who did not feel ill enough to face another 
foodless day. Work had to be started again. Gone 
were the revels and the feasting and the idle chatter, 
and instead were the many orders for not only the 
special scents used regularly by the Sultanas, but 
demands for new and yet more costly perfumes. This 
meant mixing them drop by drop, then finding one 
drop either destroyed or disagreed with another, and 
more mixing until the right scent, one no other Sultana 
had had before, and which none other would be given 
again. This meant a great deal of writing, because 
each scent blender had to go to the chief book-kceper 
and give him details of the perfume mixed. He in 
turn employed many assistants who took from him 
personally the particulars, and then carried them to 
the Head Kadin whose assistants copied them into a 
great book she kept for the purpose. 


CHAPTER VIII 


CHILDREN OF SLAVE GIRLS—TAKING OVER A NEW DEPART- 
MENT—VARIOUS OFFICES AND THE DUTIES—GAME OF CHESS. 


Ar this time, the weck after the feast, we heard a 
great firing of cannon, and on inquiry the Kadin told 
us the rejoicings were on account of three sons of 
different Kadin mothers being born on the same day 
to the Sultan. 

One was born to a one-time beautiful slave girl who 
had pleased the eye of the Sultan. The pleasure had 
been noted by the Sultan Validé, and from that day 
onwards the girl had her own apartments, slaves, 
eunuch and other servants. 

The greatest care was taken of her clothes, complexion, 
hair and food. Jewels and fine garments were showered 
upon her by the Sultan Validé, and she, the one-time 
slave, awaited the command to the royal bed-chamber, 
the Sultan’s mother having spoken to her son regarding 
the many charms of the one he had looked admiringly 
upon so short a time before. At length the command 
arrived and the entire head staff of the haremlik 
took her in hand. Washing, massaging, scenting, 
dyeing nails, poweering “< and dressing, and still more 
perfuming. 

At last she is ready for her sultanic lover, and with 


great pomp and style she is accompanied to the royal 
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bed-chamber by the Chief Eunuch. The date of the 
visit is entered into a book kept for the purpose, and 
any child born of the union is legitimate. If it be a 
daughter the slave becomes first, second or third 
concubine, as the case may be, but if it be a son, she 
finds herself precipitated into the lap of every luxury, 
waited upon with everything wealth can produce, and 
if she be clever she may even retain the affection of the 
Sultan, and become that which the heart of every 
woman in the harem covets, the favourite. Her son 
may become Sultan, as has happened before, and in 
that case she will be the all-powerful Sultan Validé, 
further than which none can ever dream, for there is 
no dream beyond this. 

A part of such dream then came to Mejidi, the 
slave girl, to whom a son had just been born, for 
she was now called Hasaki Sultana and wore a gold 
jewelled circlet on her head. No doubt as the guns 
boomed forth she was even then imagining herself as 
a future Sultan Validé, and none could blame her, for 
the harem is the market-place of charm and beauty, 
and those who can add intrigue to these weapons 
win. 

Here, instead of working in any of the many depart- 
ments, Mejidi would now be a Kadin, with only the 
time to pass as pleasantly as enough of everything 
makes time pass. A queen in all but name, yet from 
the birth of the son she would know none of the peace 
and joy of a poor woman does at the birth of her 
child. 

The Kadin would fear even the head nurse, for 
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might not she be bribed to give the child poison, or 
something to make it insane? Might not any of the 
Sultanas be powerful enough to have the child killed, 
or stolen? Perhaps the fame which had fallen to her 
was not the beautiful thing it had appeared at the 
outset, and make me think of a couplet which the 
chief reader to the harem had read from an old manu- 
script. 

“Happy is he who goes to bed in comfort, and 
awakes to find no ill news to disturb him.” 1 could not 
help but think how much happier might such a one 
be in a place like the palace. 

About this time I was promoted again to the position 
of a liaison officer—-which the Head Kadin explained 
to me was a connecting link between various depart~ 
ments of the harem. 

My department was called Munasibat, meaning 
connections. 

Now I left all my equals in the perfumery depart- 
ment and moved alone to another department. As 
such promotion took place from the time of telling I 
moved at once, my slaves carrying all my personal 
belongings, which were now very considerable, and 
handing me over to my new slaves. 

Many of those left behind were sorry not to remain 
with me, but it was a strict rule in the harem that 
no slaves went to new apartments with anyone of the 
harem women who was promoted. 

While the slaves were carrying my belongings the 
new slave girls had prepared my bath, and four of them 
conducted me to the new bathroom, not larger than 
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the one I had left, but I noticed there were two other 
doors leading out of it, and these the slaves told me 
were the massage, rest and refreshment rooms. 

This seemed luxury indeed, and before the bath 
was finished three hours had been taken, in massage, 
hair washing, nail trimming and staining. Then 
came half an hour’s rest~—then dressing and another 
half-hour in the comfortable divan in the rest room, 
where coffee was served, cigarcttes, sweetmeats and 
sherbet. 

I missed the fun and the gay chatter of my former 
companions of the perfumery department, but now 
when so much responsibility was upon my shoulders, 
I would not have so much time for amusement. 

After the bath and dressing I went before the 
Supreme Kadin, head over all the heads of depart- 
ments, who told me she would send assistants who 
knew the work and who would report to me what 
was to be done. 

“he work is pleasant, and you will mix, now 
your various trainings have been so successful, with 
people of consequence, the Sultan Validé, the Grand 
Vizier, and the Chief Eunuch, to mention a few.” 

T flattered myself upon knowing now, after a year 
and a half in palace etiquette, how to behave to these 
persons of so much consequence. 

Garments were next given me in keeping with my 
new position. The Mistress of the Wardrobe handed 
what I would require to wear when the Sultan Validé 
summoned me, or the Grand Vizier, rich garments of 
greater variety and beautiful design. 
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My first interview was with the Grand Vizier, or 
Vizier Azem as he was named, being also the Chief 
Councillor. 

When he was ready to see me four of his officers, 
headed by his Chief eunuch, came for me and con- 
ducted me to the Room of Audience of the Vizier. 

When we arrived at the heavily guarded door of the 
Vizier’s palace, the password was given by the Chief 
Eunuch and we entered. 

The wide hall into which we passed gave every sign 
of wealth, the carpets were many and luxurious, and 
gold ornaments stood about in wall niches. 

Through this hall we passed along a corridor to 
another guarded door; again the password was given, 
the guards held back the heavy velvet curtains and I 
found myself in a very large apartment, in which a 
number of men stood about. 

The eunuch beckoned me to follow him, to where, 
seated on a raised platform, was the Grand Vizie! 

The eunuch bowed and waved me forward. I 
bowed low, conscious as a woman can be that my 
clothes met with his approval. 

“Nitisha Hanoun?” he queried. 

“Yes, respected Vizier,” I replied. 

“You are now promoted to the head of the Liaion 
Department, and will have many important decisions 
to make. Of course it is new to you and I desire you 
to acquaint me, through your servants, or private 
messengers, any time there may be a point which you 
think requires my final word if the Lady Comptroller 
advises this.” 
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“T understand.” 

“You will also be required to see Her Highness the 
Sultan Validé, and will conduct yourself in a fitting 
manner, and I trust every item will be given your 
careful thought, but should you require assistance, I 
shall certainly do anything I can.” 

“Thank you, respected Vizier.” 

This I took for dismissal and bowed myself out. 
At the door the servants and the eunuch who conducted 
me to the Vizier’s presence, took me back to my 
apartments. 

All the way along I thought of the dignity of the 
gold-robed Vizier—with the tall guards standing behind 
in the setting of the beautiful mosaic-walled hall of 
audience. 

Each department I had passed into seemed to be 
grander than the previous one, and this one seemed 
no exception to the rule, for here there were royal 
pages, Masters of the Hunt, Masters of the Stirrup, 
officers subordinate to Kisler Aga, the Chief Eunuch, 
officers subordinate to the Comptroller of the Buttery, 
Bodyguards, Palace Guards, doctors, tutors, oculists, 
the chief porters, composed of sons of the Grand 
Vizier or sons of Pashas—none others being eligible, 
Their duties were those of Chamberlains on State 
occasions, when they wore robes of cloth of gold, 
sable-trimmed and plumed headdresses. 

Every night one of these trusted men stood on 
guard at the Middle Gate, the second court of the 
palace. 

Another important person was the First Lord of 
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the Stable, who was over all the grooms, more than 
a thousand in number, of the Royal Palace—as well as 
the ones who were in the army. 

All weapons were under his care, and all and every- 
thing to do with the horses, even outside the army or 
the palace, for much crown land was under his charge, 
all that lay between Adrianople and Brusa, and he 
charged a certain sum from people grazing horses on 
this part. This, of course, his own perquisite. 

Then there was the Chief Tent-pitcher, head over 
eight hundred subordinates, who were responsible 
for pitching the royal tents wherever the Sultan 
required them. 

There were also the Master of the Chase, the Chief 
Falconer, the Chief Sparrow-Ilawker, the Chief Merlin- 
Keeper. 

Among these were Masters of the Inside and Masters 
of the Outside. 

The former lived in the palace grounds, the latter 
went to their homes in the city after the day’s work 
was over. The Masters of the Inside were not allowed 
to leave the palace without permission. Of the Masters 
of the Inside there were the pages and cunuchs. 

The pages were divided into four companies called 
Odas. The chief being called the Silahdan Aga, or 
Master Swordbearer, because he always accompanied 
the Sultan, carrying his sword and robed in scarlet and 
gold. He and the Chief White Eunuch shared with the 
swordbearer the most important positions in the 
Sultan’s service, for the Chief Swordbearer might 
become Grand Vizier. 
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Other personal servants of the Sultan were the 
Master Vesturer, who accompanied his master and 
threw coins to the poor and needy, the Master Stirrup- 
holder, whose name explains his office, the Master of 
the Imperial Turbans, the Master of the Ewer, the 
Private Secretary, the Chief Barber, the Chief Coffee 
Server. These the Chief Kadin told me were not all 
by half of the employees. 

That night after the evening meal the Chief Kadin 
told me I was expected to play chess with the Sultan 
Validé. After she had gone and I was dressing before 
obeying Her Highness’s command I thought of how 
my father and I had played chess, in our comparatively 
poor home, with our wooden chessmen made by one 
of my father’s foresters. How happy we were, I re- 
membered—and how when the nights were cold my 
father used to wrap his sheepskin coat round me, for 
he said I would doubtless one day become the world’s 
best chess player. Poor father! had he only known! 

My slaves respectfully reminded me, lost as I was 
in my dreams, that it was time to go. 

My reflection showed nothing to be desired; from 
the jewel embroidered headdress to the tips of my 
yold-brocaded slippers, all was perfect. I had put on 
four ropes of pearls, diamond and emerald earrings, 
bracelets and rings. My yelek or waistcoat, was the 
blue of the turquoise, sewn with gold thread. The 
guimlik, or chemise, was of soft gold brocade. The 
shalwar (trousers) were the same blue as the yelek, 
sewn round the ankles with deep jewel-embroidered 
bands. The ferigee fitting tight to the waist and flaring 
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out round the ankles was in gold, blue and pink brocade, 
sable-trimmed, 

I saw with much satisfaction the admiring glances 
of the slaves, and the presentiment I had had when 
the command came had completely left me. 

Accompanied as usual by the assistant to the Chief 
Eunuch we reached the entrance to the apartments 
of the Sultan’s mother, 

She received me at once. 

“May the fair wind of good health blow over you,” 
she addressed me. 

I bent low and kissed the hem of her garment. 

“Thank you, illustrious lady, I trust you are 
well.” 

“Tam, Mashallah.” 

Without another word I sat down beside her on the 
velvet gem-studded bolster, the chess-board placed 
on the low sandalwood table. Such chessmen I had 
never seen—ivory inlaid with gold, and the chess- 
board, too, was of ivory. 

We played in silence, for it was not my place to 
speak unless spoken to, and I felt rather overawed at 
this first contact with the greatest lady in the harem; 
nay, in the whole of Turkey, the one who held one’s 
very life in the palm of her hand. 

I noticed at once she was not a brilliant player, and 
took a very long time between the moves. 

This gave me time to sense rather than look at her 
beautiful clothing, which was of the richest and finest; 
the velvet gleamed and glistened like a stream of crystal 
water with the sun on it, while the diamonds and 
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many rare jewels almost blinded me, each time she 
moved. Slaves were in constant attendance with a fan 
and sweetmeats, which were offered to me, or a scented 
cigarette, freshly rolled. 

Orders were continually given, a slave would be 
ordered to place a screen at the side, or in front of the 
door, or to perfume the room, or to bring something 
or other. 

‘There was an air of unrest, I thought, as though 
lIcr Highness’s mind was not altogether on the game, 
and long afterwards I learned my supposition was 
correct, that she thought out many problems during 
the game. 

That night we played two games in three hours. 

“You have had much practice in chess, Nitisha 
HIanoun.” 

“My father taught me, and we used to play a good 
deal together, noble lady.” 

“Your father must have taught you well. Is he 
alive?” 

“No, gracious lady, 1 regret to say not.” 

“These trials come to us all, my child. I trast you 
are happy here. Come to-morrow and let us see whether 
1 can win all the games.” 

“My pleasure lies under your feet, and your desires 
are my commiands.” 

“That is well spoken, Nitisha Hanoum. Now peace 
be upon you and may your sleep be blessed.” 

“May you find me always your slave, and may you 
live for ever,” I replied, kissing her garment again. 
“May I take your gracious leave?” 
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“Go now,” and with another exchange of “Peace 
be with you,” I left, tired with the strain and excite- 
ment of the honour conferred upon me. 

It was midnight and the other heads of the depart- 
ments with whom [I shared meals or otherwise as I 
desired, would all be gone to bed; even our com- 
munal rest-room would be deserted, so I went to bed, 
and dismissed my slaves, too tired as I was even for 
my usual massage. 

That game was the beginning of many more, and 
1 found mysclf three times weekly sitting opposite 
the Sultan Validé playing chess. 

Sometimes she would be gay and talkative, at other 
times, in spite of the very heavy cosmetics, she looked 
drawn and weary, her eyes dull and lifeless, and those 
nights she scarcely spoke except at my entrance and 
leave-taking. 

At other times she used to ask me questions about 
my work, my companions, my clothes, jewels, food 
and apartments, and I used to answer truthfully, until 
once after one of my commands visit the Chief of the 
Kadins asked me what Her Highness had said to me. 
I told her and I thought her face contracted more and 
more as she listened. 

“It does not require that you always answer so 
straightforwardly,” she said when J had finished. 
“What you see in this department which is not the 
business of anyone outside it, need not be reported 
to anyone.” 

“But she asked me,” I said. 

“Of course, my dear Hanoum, but you can evade 
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the question, or, better still, reply so that you do not 
give any information.” 

This rather puzzled me, for I had thought 
nothing but the truth must be told to the Sultan 
Validé. 

The next morning I spoke to the Chief of the Per- 
fumery, whom I had known and been friendly with 
for some months, telling her what the Chief Kadin 
had said. 

“You must not incur the displeasure of the Chief 
Kadin of all people, for she can whisper, and whispers 
ire not always in one’s favour, else why should they 
be whispered. Do you understand?” 

1 did, and that was perhaps the first hint of the 
cloud of intrigue, the first cloud across the blue of my 
sky—the first of so distressingly many. 

After that I gave no information, however guardedly 
the questions might be put. I began to see the answer 
expected, as plain as the moves on the chess-board. 
‘The very walks of the palace heard our conversation, 
and not only heard but repeated. So instead of the 
plain straightforward speech I had been accustomed 
to, I learned that court etiquette demanded flowery 
nothings in conversation, to cloak the little informa- 
tion, and give one time to think over what one could 
say in awkward situations. 

1 was becoming accustomed to flatter those in 
authority over me; although I detested it, 1 knew they 
expected it; it was their right, and I found the more 
I appeared to appreciate their conversation, the more 
favour I found in their eyes. 
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No wonder I thought that these underlings, risen 
high through favour of the Sultan, had been known 
to become cruel and relentless, demanding every 
ounce of servility from those beneath them. 

I began to see how the Sultan Validé needed all her 
shrewdness, how she had to be able to get knowledge, 
sift out what she guessed to be true, and use what was 
left to her own benefit. 

I realized the game of chess she must be playing 
with humans in her own mind, for each had to benefit 
himself, and thus I became ever as I became the 
Nitisha Sultana, a schemer, one who began to plan 
for herself, to reach somewhere beyond her present 
position. If the steps thereunto were to be mounted 
through flattery, or even servility, I was capable of 
both. 

All around me 1 was conscious of the same state of 
affairs. I found even the slaves, now I was head of a 
department, considerably more obedient, even cringing, 
than any of the previous ones; no doubt because I had 
more powcr. 1 had been told the story of the harem 
washerwoman, the despised of even the slaves, and 
how one day the Sultan Mahmud had fallen in love 
with her. How from that day she rose and rose in his 
favour until she was the most formidable woman in 
the palace. 

Eventually she gave birth to a son, no other than 
a previous Sultan, and thus became the Sultan Validé. 
That was in the days cf the old seraglio, when power 
perhaps meant even more than now, and doubtless the 
struggle for power was infinitely greater, for the old 
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palace was on a much grander scale than Yildiz, the 
one of which I write, and which was built by the 
Sultan Abdul Aziz and named after a favourite slave. 

At first when I went to the palace I had enquired 
in my outspoken ignorance and hatred about the 
Sultan, wondering what sort of man or ogre he was 
who bought slaves in a bazaar, and the looks I received 
made it plainer than any speech could have done that 
this was a subject which remained undiscussed. Any- 
thing to be heard was whispered under the greatest 
secrecy, for the hands of the ugly eunuchs were heavy 
and the bastinano never far away. 

We were so much merchandise and no more, and 
it behoved each one of us to improve our position. 

‘The desire for power, and more power, had us all 
in its grip, driving us ever on, relentlessly, the most 
determined resolve in our lives. I felt like one threa- 
tened with drowning, who kept himself above the 
water only by frantic paddling. 


CHAPTER IX 





TELLING THE FORTUNE OF THE SULTAN VALIDE—SENDING 
MEN TO THEIR DOOM—THE BLACK ART—THE STORY OF 
THE CHESS 


Four times a week now J was required to play chess 
with the Sultan Validé. 

“Your face brings me calm,” she said once, but 1 
felt I had reached her correct valuation of what 1] 
ought to be. 

Having heard in a roundabout way from one of the 
harem soothsayers, of whom there were at least fifty, 
I managed to work into my chess-time conversation 
with the Sultan Validé how we used to tell fortunes. 
This roused her interest immediately. She commanded 
the slaves to remove the board and to withdraw out of 
hearing. 

“Read the lines on my hand and tell me all,” she 
spoke with some emotion, and J cannot say the position 
of having the most powerful lady in the harem de- 
pending upon my words, did not cause me a certain 
satisfaction, yet my reply, “Your orders, noble 
lady, are sweet to my car,” showed nv hint of what 
I felt. 

My hand trembled as I placed her left one upon my 
own. There were jewels on her fingers and round 
her wrist the worth of which would have brought 
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more happiness to the poor of Istanboul than the 
jewels themselves gave to the wearer. 

I bent over the hand in the palm of which the destiny 
of so many lay. It was a fat, smooth hand, and after 
gazing in rapt attention at the chiselled lines for a full 
minute in utter silence, I drew upon my imagination, 
what she would expect to be told, but she allowed me 
to speak of her health, her power, her popularity, then 
leaning forward she said in tones of supplication: 

“The future. . . . Tell me of the future... .” 

“May I be allowed this first time to study the hand 
for a time?” 

My thoughts were busy. Her eyes were upon me. 

“Now,” she said. The word was a command. I 
know not what words tumbled from my mouth—my 
very heart shook and melted within me. I came to a 
stop. 

“Nitisha Sultana,” came from Her Highness. 

Raising my eyes I looked into hers. What had I 
said? The blood drained from my face, I swayed. 

In a second the slaves were beside me, but recovery 
came quickly, and the Sultan Validé¢ waved them away 
again. 

“Nitisha Sultana, you have without a doubt a great 
gift, I would that I had known before—you have 
vision far surpassing any of those attached to the court 
who profess to see into the future.” 

Then to my amazement she began to ask me ques- 
tions, such as: 

“Am I correct in having Selim Aga executed? 
Should Rafet Pasha be banished? When will it be 
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safe to order the release of Isset Aga, the Head of the 
Police?” 

The questions were shot at me. “Reply in truth,” 
came the level tones of my companion. 

The questions took me so completely by surprise 
that I almost forgot and stared straight at her, but in 
time recollected the correct etiquette and replied: 

“The answers will require some thought.” 

“Why?” came the reply like a boomerang. ‘‘Why, 
when you can see all? You have told me all truth 
so far. I command you to reply.” So with my heart 
in my throat I replied “No” to the first, “Yes” to 
the second, and “Advise immediate release” in the 
third. 

Back in my room I wondered what I had done, and 
how the reply that Selim Aga should be spared might 
affect me after. 

I could not have made an affirmative reply to that, 
to whether a man should be done to death, even to 
have saved my own life. 

“O Allah, the Compassionate, the Understanding, 
the Hearer of all words, good or bad, forgive me, I 
beseech thee”’—then for an hour I Jay on my bed worn 
out and miserable, I had ordered the banishment of 
a man, not knowing anything about the circumstances 
of his case! Fear had driven me to it—the lust for 
power, that most cursed of all destructive agents. 

I found myseif invited to play chess nearly every 
day now, but the invitation was in reality to answer 
questions from the hand of Her Highness. My so-called 
power seemed to grow upon her. In front of me she 
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relaxed, became less distant, less frigid—and I do not 
think she finally settled one question without referring 
to me, 

The responsibility was enormous. For many a night 
sleep would not come, and then the whispers went 
the round, and new fears assailed me. 

Messages came from the harem ladies, begging me 
to visit them, messages J noted which were sent by 
trusted servants, who brought as an excuse at the 
same time orders requiring attention, The eunuchs— 
too jealous, it may have been, of their power—began 
to show consideration which I had not noticed before. 
It was as though I had stepped suddenly into a fair 
garden, where no rain ever fell, and the flowers never 
faded, 

Without doubt it was a pleasant feeling, this growing 
power, this receiving of sweet flattery, this unique 
position in what might be called the favour of the 
Sultan Validé. It was as though fate held out some 
recompense for the past, some key to the door to an 
earthly paradise in which I was the most important 
dweller, 

Even in the very early hours of the morning I would 
be summoned to the apartments of the Sultan’s mother. 
The first time the summons came before dawn, and 
it took a full hour before my toilet was completed, 
for it was nothing short of a sin to appear before Her 
Highness in déshabillé. 

Qn reaching the audience-room I was conducted 
straight to the bedroom, and there found the old lady 
showing great distress of mind. 
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“You have travelled upon leaden wings, Nitisha 
Sultana.” 

“Noble lady, it was necessary for me to dress before 
coming before you.” 

“Yes, you would be in bed. It is now three o’clock, 
but if I have occasion to command your presence 
again, come in your fur-lined ferigee, and distress me 
not by your absence.” 

“¥ crave your pardon, gracious one, and in future 
my feet shall hasten to your presence.” 

“Tt is well,” she replied with evident relief, and then 
holding out her hand palm upwards, she asked, ‘Should 
Othman Aga be executed or imprisoned?” 

There had been so many questions of the kind that 
now there was scarcely a feeling of surprise at the nature 
of the request. 

Ever willing to take a middle course, I replied, 
“Imprisoned.” 

“You are sure?” The question, said as it was, 
really meant, “I hate this man; dead, he will trouble 
me no more.” 

But the fewer deaths to my credit, or rather dis- 
credit, I felt, the better, and hoped it might have been 
my lot to do the Aga, whoever he might be, a good 
turn. I heard later his so-called crime was to have 
dared to advise the Sultan, the shadow of God, to be 
more lenient with a soldier who had been mercilessly 
lashed for some minor crime. 

After each one of these audiences, or sometimes 
when orders were given from the Sultan to have certain 
persons exccuted, the Sultan Validé would summvun me 
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and command me to give a certain sum of money for 
the repair of a mosque, saying with the greatest sim- 
plicity: 

“Allah looks kindly upon those who give to charity.” 

I wondered whether she thought or believed in her 
own narrow way that the repair of a mosque, however 
needy it might be, was fitting recompense to Allah for 
the massacre or ill treatment of any of his creatures, 
and in time I used to know, when asked by Her Highness 
to give this or that sum to charity, not only her prickings 
of conscience, but also the extent of her crime. 

To all outward appearance, so far as prayer and 
quotations from the Koran went, she was the most 
devout woman. She was always quoting passages from 
the Koran, such as, ‘But, if you are in danger, then 
say your prayers . . . and when you are secure, then 
remember Allah. And what I thought she herself 
would do so well to ponder over, ‘Remember the day 
when every soul shall come pleading for itself.’ 

Or mayhap to her the repetition had dulled the 
meaning. ‘I am a fatalist,” she would say to me with 
dignified resignation, “and believe our destiny is 
written upon our brow.” 

It was difficult for me to guess how she, with these 
strong inherent beliefs in Allah, could yet place herself 
in my hands to have her fortune told. Later she told 
me, as though divining my thoughts, that she believed 
Allah had placed me where 1 was in order to assist her, 
This, she affirmed, she had no doubts about. 

I am afraid my scepticism in the matter was equal 
only to her belief, I also discovered she employed two 
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‘magic’ women with reputations for producing cures 
for every ill from head to foot. 

These women, known as the twins, although why 
was never explained, for one must have been seventy, 
while the other was quite ten years younger—one dark 
and the other fair, one fat and the other thin, one tall 
and the other short: nothing more unlike twins could 
be imagined—supplied herb drugs and medicines only 
to Her Highness. 

Some of the herbs were gathered only when the moon 
was full, others had to be collected when the sun was 
straight overhead, and still more were found in special 
trees, glades, valleys, hillsides or on saints’ graves. 

After the collection, no human was allowed to look 
upon the herbs, lest the evil eye should be cast upon 
them, and from the time the collection was gathered 
until the brew or tonic or drug was given to the Sultan 
Validé, no other hands save those of the ‘twins’ were 
allowed to touch them. 

One night when a special mixture was being pre- 
pared there was a violent storm, thunder and lightning 
which illuminated the whole palace. The storm broke 
at midnight, and the Sultan Validé, summoning her 
slaves, sent at once for the fat twin, and bade her cease 
making the magic remedy, as it was attracting evil 
influences and therefore could do no good to her. 

The twin hastened to throw away the contents of her 
pot, and the storm ceased as suddenly as it had begun. 

I used to find when distributing medicines to the 
poor, how they only considered the very black or 
bitter drugs to be the most potent. If a remedy, say 
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medicine for a cough, was sweet and like syrup, they 
did not care for it, but explained how a former very 
bitter medicine had cured them. The only way out of 
the difficulty was to give them a dose of perhaps burned 
sugar melted in water, and the dose of sweet syrup 
for their coughs after it. 

My slaves brought news they had heard, while at 
the baths, gossip against me—as to how I was high 
in the favour of the Sultan Validé and why. The 
slaves were questioned what clothes I wore, what 
jewels 1 had, what perfumes, how often the Sultan 
Validé summoned me; and I rejoiced in the power 
this jealousy gave me, knowing my slaves would not 
underestimate my belongings, or fall short in any 
information expected. 

It seemed natural to do everything possible to 
impress my slaves still more. I grumbled about the 
heat of my bath water, the colour of the powder they 
had spent many days grinding and mixing; I would 
try on twenty pairs of sipsip—slippers—before deciding 
upon a pair. With everything I found fault, and noticed 
with added satisfaction how they responded with extra 
enthusiasm. 

This, then, in future would be my attitude, and 
although my many duties added to the visits to the 
Sultan Validé did not allow much more time than is 
usually spent dressing, jealousy, like the hungry, must 
be fed. 

The Sultan liked being told stories, and kept ten 
story-tellers: a Persian to tell Persian stories, an Egyp- 
tian to tell Egyptian teles, an Arab to tell Arab legends, 


MY HAREM LIFE 129 


a Turk to tell Turkish stories, and an Indian to tell 
Indian tales. 

After each chess game she would present her hand, 
and when all questions had been answered, one of 
the story-tellers would be summoned. Which one was 
determined either by the answer I was supposed to 
see in her hand, or by one of the fortunc-tellers, who 
used to seem, to me, to be without either nerves or mercy, 
and I have been prescnt when she cast spells, or threw 
handfuls of sand on to a piece of shrivelled goat-skin 
she carried for the purpose, and with slow and deter- 
mined words, spoken with as little feeling as though 
she had been breathing endearments, read the portents, 
how this one and that ought to be executed, or hanged, 
or bow-stringed, or tied in a sack and drowned, or 
poisoned, or stabbed. 

Her Highness used to have no one present, not 
even the slaves, when such matters were under discus- 
sion, and I seemed to be the only person save Kisler 
Aga, the Chief Eunuch, who had ever been allowed 
to hear or witness these weird proceedings. 

At first I used to feel the blood rush to my head, 
or leave it, or my ears or checks become hot at the 
thought of how it was possible for such a woman to 
be bribed by others to compass the death of an enemy, 
for the people concerned were usually brothers or 
other relatives of the Sultan, heirs to the throne, or 
suspected plotters against it, who were imprisoned in 
what was named the ‘cage.’ Some of these unfortu- 
nate people had been there so many years they had 
become imbecile; others suffered from delusions and 
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imagined they were actually on the throne; others, and 
these were the most to be feared, had determined to keep 
their minds normal, hoping against hope of a day to 
come when they might once more see the outside world. 

Once I remember, not long efter I went to the palace 
at Yildiz, I and two other adventurous companions had 
set out to explore other quarters than our own, and 
had reached a distant part when suddenly terrible 
shrieks filled the air—scarcely human sounds. At 
length the noise died down to be replaced by sobbing. 
One of my companions, white faced with fear, whis- 
pered, “The cage,” and such was her emotion and 
look of dread that, although I had then no idea of her 
meaning, 1 turned and fled, as though pursued by 
Satan himself, back to the safety of our apartments. 
For many a night after that I could not sleep for thinking 
of the fearful cries and the prisoners in the cage, 

Many of these unfortunate people were the ones the 
fortune-teller pronounced as victims of any of the 
methods of murder already stated. 

The piety with which Her Highness uttered ‘The 
will of Allah be done,” was only equalled by the un- 
godly treatment she would mete out probably the 
following day to the victims whose living misery could 
scarcely be added to. As time went on these scenes 
grew upon me, and I became indifferent, perhaps out 
of a sense of my own seeming security, perhaps because 
the surroundings were so unreal and hypocritical I 
had lost the sense of values, thought only of myself, 
and flattered all who might, even in the slightest degree, 
add to my importance. 
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As I have said, when the fortune-telier had intimated 
that auspicious signs appointed the Indian story-teller, 
she was immediately summoned, and must have had 
difficulties of her own, because when she entered the 
private rest-room of Her Highness she was asked to 
tell a story, for instance about a game of chess. 

As soon as the Sultan Validé mentioned the subject 
and a slave had informed the story-teller, who by now 
was sitting on the floor about eight feet distant from 
Her Highness, a wave of the royal hand opened the 
proceedings and the story had to begin at once—the 
royal order had been given. 

Halima the story-teller touched the ground three 
times with her forehead, by way of saluting Her High- 
ness, and began: 

“There was some centuries ago a Maharajah who 
lived in India. 

“He cared for nothing except chess, and he played 
from midday when he rose, until midnight when he 
slept. 

“He was the most wealthy man in his State, with 
the power of life or death over any of his subjects, and 
consequently he was feared throughout his large State. 

“Jt was his custom to choose for opponent either 
the Chief Minister, or the First Secretary, or the Doctor, 
or perhaps one of the many A.D.C.s—but these men, 
although good players, knew they must not defeat so 
powerful a man as the Maharajah. 

“He in turn became pcevish about being able to 
defeat everybody he played, and moreover even although 
he always played for money, that which he received 
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from those he defeated, although in many cases it 
meant every anna they possessed, yet was as nothing 
to the Rajah. 

“One day he sat in the Durbar and had ordered 
all his employees, from the Chief Minister to the least 
of the grooms, to be present. 

“He intimated that at last he had thought out an 
uncommon and wonderful way of passing the time. 
Everyone looked at everyone else, smiled at the good 
news as they were expected to do, bowed low to His 
Highness, hands on breast, and awaited the entire 
revelation, 

“*Now,’ said the Maharajah, ‘I, as you all know, 
play chess, and none can beat me.’ 

“His voice stopped, and heads nodded acquiescence. 
Ram Gopal, Chief Minister, who had staked his only 
daughter and lost her, gave a throaty laugh, and doing 
his best to hide his feelings, said: 

“Your Highness cannot be beaten.’ 

“Thus encouraged, His Highness continued: 

““As the Chief Minister says, I cannot be beaten— 
and yet why can no one beat, me? I have played chess 
with men twice my age and yet I win, so I have thought 
of a plan. To-morrow let couriers be sent throughout 
the State, causing it to be known that I, Ranjit Singh, 
Rajah of Pagal, challenge any man to play chess with 
me. He may be poor or rich, I care not.’ 

“Here the smiles broadened, and heads nodded in 
full approval of this unique idea. 

“*Tf the man beats me, I will make him Chief 
Minister.’ Here the Chief Minister, temporarily thrown 
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off his guard, opened and closed his dry mouth, like 
a fish which had jumped by mistake out of the water. 

“The Rajah turned, caught the expression of the 
stricken minister, and enjoying the discomfiture of the 
latter, rolled in his seat shaking with laughter; and 
other listeners were torn between sympathising with 
the Chief Minister and rejoicing with what their master, 
father and mother rolled all in one, considered a joke; 
the result was pathetic to witness, surprised, shocked 
eyes, and what was intended for a smile, but resembled 
sheepish grins. 

“Not only,’ continued the Rajah, ‘will he be Chief 
Minister if he wins, but if he loses I will have his head 
struck off.’ 

“Accustomed as the listeners were to the vagaries 
of their master, they winced at this new proposal. 

“*Have this message sent in all directions, and soon 
the applicants will come, and many will come, for it 
is not every day the Maharajah of Pagal invites applicants 
for Chief Ministership; and to commence, I intend 
to show my royal favour by honouring the Chief 
Minister with an invitation to play to-morrow.’ 

“And the stakes?’ asked the Ram Gopal. 

“Tf you win you remain Chief Minister, and if you 
lose, you give me your head. It would look well on 
the outer gateway, Ram Gopal.’ 

“At these words the Chief Minister’s hands clutched 
at his throat, and finding that everything was as usual 
he smiled wanly, remembering he had lost his much 
loved daughter to his master already, and that now 
he only had his head, which was as good as iust alrcady. 
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“ By the next afternoon the game was played, and the 
head of Ram Gopal sat grimly upon the outer gateway. 

“There were many applicants for the coveted 
Chief Minister’s office, and the steadily increasing 
number of heads on the palace walls did nothing 
to deter the enthusiasm, until the story went round 
and gained hold on everybody that the djinns had 
cast evil eyes upon the chessboard and nobody except 
the Rajah could win. 

‘The applicants fell off, until one day a young man, 
Hari Khan, came to the palace gates and offered himself 
to play the Maharajah. 

“The Chief State Officer interviewed him and asked 
him if he saw the heads of the defeated ones. 

““T have,’ replied the youth fearlessly. 

“*Do your parents allow you?’ asked the officer. 

“*They parted with me in great grief.’ 

“Then why play?’ 

“We are poor and J have always wanted to be Chief 
Minister in the Pagal State, and I play for that.’ 

“While the Rajah plays for your head.’ 

“*“Who knows what fate may decree,’ said the youth 
hopefully. 

“And when the Rajah saw Hari Khan, he laughed 
and asked if there were none now except babes to 
match with him. 

“*Go,’ he said to the youth, ‘and place thy head 
with the rest, and save me the trouble of beating thee.’ 

“*T have played chess since I could walk, and will 
play Your Highness.’ 

“The board was brought. The bodyguard ranged 
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themselves at a respectful distance round their royal 
master, the chief State ministers behind the guard. 
The Rajah called for silence and the game began. 

“Six hours later the two still played—and only 
five moves had been made. 

“Then Hari Khan moved and the stillness in the 
great room was as though it were empty. The Rajah 
looked at the board, then at the young man, and then 
rising from his cushion shouted the word ‘Checkmate.’ 

“*How have you won?’ he stormed, 

“Your Highness, I know not.’ 

“Then settling down again on the cushion the 
Rajah called for the clothes of the Chief Minister to 
be brought, and the young man dressed. 

“Thus at the age of seventeen his dream had 
materialised, and Hari Khan became Chief Minister 
of Pagal State. 

“When he was robed he salaamed before His 
Highness, who, with what those who saw knew to be a 
most unpleasant sign, waved his hand to dismiss the 
durbar and said: ‘To-morrow we mect again, Khan 
Sahib.’ 

“*Yes, Your Highness.’ 

“Tt was not to be as easy as Hari Khan had hoped, 
and the secretary to whom he spoke after told him 
that without doubt the Rajah wanted to choose his own 
Chief Minister, and that His Highness had no respect 
for any head save his own. 

“The new Chief Minister spent a sleepless night, 
thinking of the parents he would never see again, for 
he could not hope to win again, and even if he did he 
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knew his master had the power to order him to play 
and play until he did lose. 

“ The time came all too soon for him to be summoned 
to the chessboard. 

“The Rajah was already there and scarcely noticed 
the other's greeting. 

“The bodyguard, the ministers, and the court 
hangers-on were all there as usual. 

“Everything was still. A sense of awe hung over 
everybody. Each felt he might so well have been 
in the position of Hari Khan, or of those whose heads 
on the distant wall were visible from the door of the 
very room in which the grim scene was being enacted. 

“Each move had to be thought out, by Hari Khan 
not so much as a move, but as a signal he might give 
for the striking off of his own head. Therefore he 
played with extra caution. 

“The Rajah entered into the spirit and played his 
best. The ministers forgot their necks ached looking 
over the shoulders of the tall bodyguard. 

“Such a game none of them had ever witnessed, 
and none wanted to miss this matching of wit against 
wit. 

“At Jast, after half an hour from the last play of 
the Rajah, Hari Khan moved. No sooner had he done 
so than he half rose. He opened his mouth to speak, 
no sound came. He sat down heavily and waited, 
fear of death on every feature. 

“He had made a mistake. The Rajah had to make 
one move and the game was his, and the head of Hari 
Khan would be with its fellows on the palace wall. 
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“He waited. Would the Rajah never play? He 
began to wonder whether His Highness was teasing him 
as a snake teases a bird—yct he dared not raise his eyes, 
to show his fear and the horror which held him to the 
other. 

“Half an hour passed. Hari Khan could stand the 
agony no longer, he looked towards his opponent. 
The Rajah was asleep, his head upon his breast. 

“This only doubled his dread, for he knew the other 
would wake, and that moment his doom would be 
sealed, and yet he scarce knew how to sit and wait 
as though death were creeping up behind him, slowly, 
surely, cruelly. 

“One hour passed, two, yet His Highness slept 
on. Hari Khan was dazed. He had been a fool—what 
had he been thinking about, he wondered, to make 
such an error. 

“All at once the Rajah fell forward, ‘The body- 
guard rushed as one man to his assistance. ‘I'he doctor 
felt his pulse—amid the silence. 

“Ranjit Singh, Rajah of Pagal was dead.” 

The Sultan Validé had a passion for stories of 
wickedness and instead of rejoicing at the escape of 
the youth, said unexpectedly, “That Rajah was a foolish 
one; he ought to have made them all play three games, 
instead of one; he would have had a better chance of 
getting their heads.” 


CHAPTER X 


LOLA THE MAGIC WOMAN—POISON FOOD—THE CULPRIT 
SLAVE GIRL—-CONDEMNED TO EAT POISONED FOOD-—-THE 
TRAGEDY OF THE SLAVE GIRL 


‘THE magic women, for so we called our harem fortune- 
tellers, were early afoot in the mornings, before we were 
out of bed: for they even determined the time we should 
rise, the hour of our baths, our massage, the lucky 
jewels for the day, the auspicious food and the colour 
of our clothes. 

Any of these items might be discussed before my 
personal slaves, but when the second fortune-teller came, 
the slave who told of those I ought to avoid, those who 
wished me ill, and those who even desired my death, 
my slaves who were massaging me left the room and 
took up guard outside the door of my bedroom. 

Lola called herself a discloser of the day’s good 
and ill, but to me she was in reality a magic woman. 
Never had I known her predictions to go wrong, even 
when I used to laugh at their absurdity. 

“Last night,” she said to me one morning, after 
the slaves had left the rcom, “I saw you in the flames 
of my fire that never dies; last night I saw you high 
in the favour of the Sultan Validé, and not only in 
hers,”” and here Lola lowered her croaking voice to a 


scarcely audible whisper. “I saw you high in the favour 
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of one who holds the power of life or destruction over 
allof us . . . the father of the world! . . . the Sultan!” 

Her eyes narrowed, her hands outspread, I had a 
feeling that she was beside me in body only, the soul 
was somehow absent. I felt cold and rather afraid. 

“T see you the greatest woman in the harem, powerful, 
rich and merciless . . . you will be dangerous to many 

. . more still will be dangerous to you.”” She stopped, 
drew long, choking breaths, seemed to revive, to return 
almost from death, so pale and wax-like was her face, 
so bloodless her lips. 

“You speak strange words, Lola,” J said with 
shaking voice. 

She looked at me, as one who does not understand 
the words. 

“My daughter, what I have said I know not.” 

“Then you have not spoken the truth.” 

“T not speak the truth? What I see, or that which I 
say, is put into my mouth by those who guide me, 
those not of this world, but of the world between us 
and that which comes after; I do not doubt what I 
pass on to you, for I am the instrument through which 
they tell what they would have you know.” 

“Can you answer any questions, then, about what 
you have told me?” 

“Yes, but first I must get into communication with 
those others, those that are not mortal.” 

‘Perhaps to-morrow,” I hastened to say. 

“Only this would I ask you, seek not to enquire 
of that which I speak. Ask before my astral body 
leaves the earthly one, not after. It harms me.” 
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“J shall not ask, then, unless before.” 

“It is well,” and with this she left by the side 
entrance, through which all those who called on private 
business like her own came and went. 

That which she had told me caused my face to 
burn with excitement. 

‘High in the favour of the Sultan Valide,’ she had 
said. So much I had guessed, but this other thing 
she had told me, which I dared not as yet repeat to 
myself, caused me to pace like a caged animal up and 
down my apartment—up and down while my reflection 
showed shining eyes, lips parted in a smile—a smile of 
happy anticipation. Again and again, while my heart 
beat at the thought, I argued with myself. Lola might 
be wrong. How could there be a world between this 
and the hereafter? How ridiculous was her talk of her 
astral body, and of those who spoke to her. I could not 
refrain from laughing, and yet—yet I knew I wanted 
what she had said to come true. 

I wanted power and wealth, and the only way to get 
it would be by becoming the favourite. 

I thought of how the present favourite lived. Her 
rooms none of us had seen. She came even before the 
Sultan’s mother. It was said he loved her to distraction, 
that her beauty was spoken of in whispers. That she 
ruled the Sultan with a soft hand encased in a glove of 
iron, and yet—yet she had been but a dancing girl. 

Was not I the daughter and granddaughter of 
chieftains? 

Was I ugly? Had I no charm? Was I black as the 
eunuchs? Was I fat and ungainly? I knew the answers: 
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knew the favourite could not be more lovely than I, 
knew her hold over the Sultan must have been her wile 
—a thing any woman could teach herself, a thing to be 
acquired, I determined to teach myself—resolved to stick 
doggedly until my perseverance mastered every intricacy. 
I would be the favourite. ‘The power would be mine. 

Lola would be right. 

From that day onward Lola became my permanent 
fortune-teller, attached to my apartments. This I 
considered the first step in my new bid for power, 
for if Lola, as she said, spoke and knew not of what 
she spoke, there lay my danger—without doubt she 
would speak during her transition periods to many 
who were only anxious to rob me of my popularity 
with the Sultan Validé, would take from me now 
while there was better chance, before 1 became stronger 
in power and position. 

It was a game after all, with not always the most 
deserving, the most gifted in cither looks or wile 
winning. Moreover Lola had said during her un- 
consciousness, in which one had only to sec her to 
believe. ‘Allah bruickler Kurtular sise’—God is great, 
He can save you. 

I had no friends in the harem, since the death of 
poor Azizi. None of us could trust another. We were 
polite outwardly amongst ourselves, but there was 
always the deadly competition between us, the 
struggle, it might be called more correctly, as to 
whether the other was more attractive, more likely 
to surpass oneself in any gift, be it behaviour, looks, 
dress, natural gifts or simply sweet femininity with all 
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its wiles, its cunning, its art, its shrewdness, trickery, 
and artificiality. 

Each day after Lola or any of the other fortune-tellers 
left me, I began to improve myself. My work, as I have 
explained before, was that of Munasibat, or Liaison 
Officer. This meant it was necessary to meet many 
people in the haremlik, and from the outside world, too. 

I began at once to prove more efficient in every way. 
Nothing I took in hand could be done better. Within 
the week my slaves, who are the gossip carriers, reported 
how the slaves of an ex-favourite had asked whether 
I was as beautiful as the present favourite; another 
had made an effigy of me in flour and water and burned 
it, by doing which she believed my destruction was 
sure; another had called me a cow, and yet another 
had said my eyes were crossed. All this, instead of 
annoying me, encouraged me, for to be spoken of in 
such terms shows jealousy, and one is never jealous of 
a cow, or the cross-eyed, nor does one make an effigy 
of the ugly, so 1 knew I was on the right path. 

Then | heard that one of the Sultan’s sisters who 
lived in the harem was anxious to procure another 
magic woman, one of hers having died. The Hanoum 
asked whether I had one, and before replying I asked 
for an audience of the Sultan Validé, who when she 
knew I did not want to part with the fortune-teller, 
and moreover hated the Hanoum, said, “Tell her that 
the miserable fortune-teller is not fit to enter the apart- 
ment of the Hanoum,” at which she cackled. 

“In my position it is difficult, gracious lady, to send 
such a reply to the sister of His Imperial Highness.” 
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“Add,” she said with a wicked grin, “the Sultan 
Valid was with me and made this decision.” 

I had learned another lesson in etiquette—and after- 
wards always consulted the Sultan's mother before 
giving a reply. 

It was strange having four fortune-tellers and acting 
upon their advice. Strange not to use one’s own brain. 
So gifted were they, one lived by what they said. 
Their power was tremendously unlimited. I used to 
wonder how much was gift and how much their own 
personal desire to strike against anybody and anything, 
in a place where, lacking personal attraction, they 
counted as nothing. Was it not only natural they 
should wield what sway they could over others without 
their unnatural power—with the feeling they must hit 
those of whom they were jealous? Sometimes I used 
to think they did, and I feared their machinations as 
much as the condescensions of the Sultan Validé 

The magic women were now as necessary to me as 
food. They could see into the future, and in possession 
of their foresight what might not one accomplish? 

One day Lola said in her trance: 

“Your food will be poisoned to-day, cat it not. 
It will be the midday meal.” 

This was a new shock. It meant there was a spy 
in my service—poison!—I became frantic with fear. 
Whom could I blame? 1 thought over my slaves— 
then sent for Lola. 

“Tell me, for the love of Allah, who will poison 
my food.” 

Immediately she leaned back against the wall and 
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went into what appeared to be a light sleep. She 

remained thus for five minutes, then said, “Zenab!” 
“Zenab,” I repeated like one in a dream, surely 

not my trusted Zenab, who had waited upon me so 


faithfully. 

Then Lola spoke again. 

“She has been bribed . . . by Ferida . . . bribed 
... by... Ferida, who hates you.” 


That was easier to understand. Ferida had been 
the favourite of the Sultan Validé before me, and had 
been deposed in my favour, but to think my slave 
would allow herself to be bribed! 

Lola spoke no more, but left the apartment. 

What was I to do? If poison failed once, if I did 
not eat this meal, there were many other opportunities 
for her to carry out her plan—which she would surely do. 

When my work was over I repaired to the dining- 
room for the midday meal. 

The low golden table was spread before me and 
my slaves as usual ranged around me. Looking round 
them I could not believe Zenab, with her small innocent 
face and large clear eyes, was guilty. I would prove it. 

“Let all the food be brought.” 

Without a word the slaves carried in the silver dishes 
of pilaf, the roasted chicken—the roasted skewered 
meat, so deliciously cooked that I almost laughed at 
the idea of poison; besides, how could Zenab get into 
the kitchen? Still, in spite of this reasoning the words 
of the fortune-teller were in my ears, and a great fear 
was in my heart. 

“Let Zenab bring her food plates.” 
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At the unusual! request the slaves looked at each 
other and repeated my order, while I cast my eyes 
upon the ground. 

I heard her leave the room and listened for her return, 
Presently she came, and I ordered those who waited 
upon me to give Zenab the food instead of to myself. 

I looked at her after the order was given. Her face 
was her confession. Her eyes stared, her mouth opened, 
then she threw herself at my feet, kissing the hem of 
my garment and calling: 

“Mercy! Mercy!” 

“A strange request from a slave who is asked to 
partake of the food of her mistress,” I said, sure now 
that the fortune-teller’s prediction had been correct, 

“You know all? You know all, gracious Sultana.” 

“Y know all, Zenab—you whom I trusted!” 

The rebuke sent the girl into a burst of tears; she 
held out both hands from where she lay on the floor, 
beseeching, screeching a jumble of words. 

“How did you get into the kitchens?” 

But she was beyond hearing in the fear that possessed 
her, and I felt that now was the time to make known 
the punishment for being found trying to poison me. 
Now must be the lesson for all time. 

“Wretched girl, you yourself will eat the food— 
and die of it!” 

IT ordered the Head of the Police to be brought while 
Zenab rolled on the floor screaming and sobbing, while 
the others stood by stricken and dumb. 

The Head of the Police came and I drew my veil. 

“Take this girl to prison, to solitary confinement. 
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See that no food be given her save this—and report 
to me in a week as to her condition.” 

Zenab lay like one dead. The two waiting police 
were called in and carried her off. I dismissed the 
others and had no midday meal that day. I noticed 
with satisfaction the effect my orders had upon the 
others, who for the rest of the week were more attentive, 
if that were possible, than they had ever been, and if 
I happened to send for any of them specially they 
seemed to have the greatest fear of me. 

When the week was over the Head of the Prison 
reported, 

“The girl has not had any of the food.” 

“‘Give her none save that I told you of.” 

The man saluted and went. 

Three days later he sought an interview. 

With a face perfectly calm he announced: 

“The girl ate of the food, ate as a hungry dog, and 
died in great pain half an hour ago.” 

With a wave of the hand I dismissed the man. I 
believe he took pleasure in telling me, and when he 
had gone I sent my slaves away. 

Truly I thought the saying is correct:— 


“When the bird of ambition expands her wings, 
Honour and success are her nest.” 


My bird of ambition had expanded her wings, 
nothing must stand between success and me, and yet 
for many a sleepless night, in spite of what her intended 
crime had been, I saw Zenab rolling on the floor in front 
of me, and woke repeating the sentence I had given her. 
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Again she had been but the tool of Ferida. Might 
not Ferida choose another to carry out the work? 

In a fit of remorse I told the Sultan Validé, although 
greatly afraid of her attitude. 

“Quite right,” she replied, “you were too merciful. 
I should have had her tortured. I have had many 
tortured for less. If she had had her toes pulled out 
of her feet you would have had much satisfaction.” 

Thus relieved in mind, I tried to forget the incident, 
dulling any moral feelings by the thought of how one 
such necessary lesson would free me of any more 
attempts upon my life. This was strengthened by 
reports of my being gifted with strange powers, being 
able to know who was about to poison me. 

There are many other ways of disposing of people 
than poisoning them, and the Sultan Validé now had 
guards placed night and day outside my apartments, 
causing more jealousy than ever. 

Now before each meal I had the fortune-teller to 
predict whether it was safe for me to eat. 

These women I felt it possible to trust. They had 
no personal desires to fame, and once attached to any 
woman of the harem, could be relied upon. 

They, notwithstanding their plain features and un- 
attractiveness, had peace of mind. Nobody would want 
to do them harm, and many a time I envied them for 
possessing the quiet mind which the higher one rose 
the less one experienced. 

Their wants seemed few. Lola was more than 
satisfied to receive a cigarette or an old garment. Money, 
she said was useless to her, and jewels she affirmed 
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only made others jealous; yet despite this everyone 
respected them, and their movements were never 
questioned. They were free to roam anywhere through 
the Yildiz palace, or out on the hillsides beyond 
Beshiktash, or through the town; all knew and treated 
them with respect. No one knew how, when, or where 
such as Lola might use her power; even the eunuchs, 
whose authority was great, paid her respect, for she alone 
had the power after the Sultan to send them to be dealt 
with by Kabasakal, or Twisted Beard, the Executioner— 
who did not always dispose of people by severing the 
head or hanging them. Chosen from many because of his 
barbarity, it was said he used to take the condemned in 
a boat on the Bosphorus and drown them by degrees. 

Whisper followed whisper through the palace. I began 
to fear for my life. Many of the women, it seemed 
already saw me as the favourite. This dashed their 
fondest hopes for power. Why should not I try with the 
Test to gain the coveted position? They were all trying. 
The position of all of us was equal. We had never been 
friends, and therefore we did each other no wrong. 

The behaviour of the Grand Vizier, the eunuchs, 
the Chief Kadin and others was the best indication of 
my popularity. These people were alike in their anxiety 
to please and help me in every way possible. They, 
too, had their future to think of, and one can never 
be too early preparing for that. 

Sometimes at night I used to look from my window 
to the distant sea. Guards stood here and there now, 
there was none of the old free feeling of even less than 
five months before. How involved everything seemed 
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to have become! And I used to think of poor beautiful 
Azizi, how she would have grieved at our parting, she 
who was so unfitted for the torment of the harem. 

The cool air of evening blew across my face, seeming 
the only real thing in the artificial surroundings. What, 
T wondered, could the old seraglio have been like 
when there were hundreds more women and servants? 
No wonder even the Sultans had gone mad. 

Only that day the Sultan Validé had been telling 
me of the Sultan Mourad, who used to dress as a beggar 
and go round the city at nights hearing what was said 
against him and noting who said it. On returning 
home he reported to the Head of the Janissaries and 
had the offenders tortured. Another of his habits was 
to sit in one of the kiosks beside the sea and shoot 
with his bow and arrow anyone who came near the 
shore. ‘That had been such a jesson to the townspeople, 
who had become very careful what they spoke about 
and to whom it was said, that if a poorly dressed man 
spoke to any of them about the Sultan, the only reply 
he received was, “Long live the Sultan!” 

We heard through the eunuchs of how Mihri’s father 
had been in a group of men who were heard to discuss 
the health of the Sultan. They and he had been handed 
at once to the janissaries and executed forthwith. 

Poor Mihri, who until a few weeks ago was only a slave 
girl—the daughter of a flower-seller and now was mother 
of one of the Sultan’s sons. Luck, perhaps, or fate. 

But a week after the execution of her father, Mihri 
awoke one morning many hours after her usual time; 
her head was aching, and she felt stiff all over. Calling 
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to her slaves they hurried to her side. Their solemn 
faces and red-rimmed eyes frightened her. 

“Tell me, tell me,” she implored them. 

“The baby! The baby! He is dead!” 

The small infant, in whose tiny hands had lain the 
welfare of his mother, was gone. 

“T have been given poison and my child too,” she 
cried. “I am ill—fetch the doctor.” 

The doctor came. The Sultana was upset at the shock, 
he said. But Mihri knew that jealousy had killed her 
child, not heart trouble as the doctor had diagnosed. 
Jealousy and the evil eye. Her slaves had reported how one 
of her fellow slaves had cast the evil eye upon the child. 

Poor little heartbroken Mihri. The child was buried 
—and over the grave she had inscribed: 

‘The little flower that stayed a time on earth.’ That 
over, she went back to the harem occupied by the 
women who were neither slaves nor even Kadins, and 
every day she pined—grew thinner and thinner. 

What a change from the dancing, singing Mihri, 
whose sparkling eyes and pink cheeks even the Sultan 
could not resist! None of the many charms she wore to 
avert the evil eye, to bring her luck and happiness, or 
to grant the desires of her heart, had been of any use, 
and then one day she disappeared—where? 

The question had no answer. She had never left 
the palace. That was certain. It was said that those 
whose aim was no longer to please were not good 
companions to the others. May Mihri have found 
rest at last, with her little fower, and may her twinkling 
feet now dance in Paradise. ; 


CHAPTER XI 


THE COMMAND OF THE SULTAN VALIDE—THE SECRET 
FORMULA—-THE MURDER—THE TYRANNY OF THE DEAF 
AND MUTES—-A SULTANA TRIES TO PASS ON AN INFANT 
SON OF HER OWN—THE HAREM TREATMENT OF INFANTS 


Tue Sultan Validé had turns of sleeplessness, and used 
to like the slaves to be in constant attendance, and 
anyone else she might think fit to interview. I had 
been summoned to her so many times during the last 
two months I began to find it difficult to get any natural 
sleep. 

One night I had just got into bed when a slave came 
saying Her Highness wanted me at once. 

Shpping my fur-lined entari on hurriedly I went 
with all speed to the bedroom, and on entering 
approached the bed where the old lady sat with a 
peculiar lace scarf enveloping her head, very much on 
her dignity. 

I stood with downcast eyes awaiting her commands. 

“Nitisha Hanoum, go to your room and dress 
correctly to appear before me, and return immediately.” 

Only the previous week she had told me not to 
stay to dress when she commanded my presence, but 
to remind her of anything she had said previously, 
contrary to what she said at present, was somewhat 
hazardous. She had been known to praise one under 
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certain circumstance and order another to be put in 
solitary confinement. 

Dressing hurriedly, I hastened back. 

“You are slow as one of advanced years, Nitisha 
Hanoum,” she exploded. “Here I am perhaps dying 
while you waste every precious moment decorating 
yourself.” 

“Your gracious Highness, I am your slave to do 
your bidding. Your health is my first concern, and 
the way in which you refer to it has affected me. May 
my unforgivable slowness be overlooked on that 
account.” 

The old lady gave her shoulders several quick 
little movements up and down, such as a child will 
when given a sweet, and settled down comfortably 
into the silk sheets. 

“You are a good child—I am ill.” 

“Let me call the doctors.” 

“No, they will only give me medicine, and make 
me rest, to get me out of the way. I want you to give 
me a dose of that mixture for indigestion—I have 
the formula here. It is secret—I can trust you. Take 
it and make it up. After taking it I shall sleep. Be 
quick.” 

She certainly did look ill. I knew her well enough 
to be sure of that. Hastening to my work-room I 
got the ingredients—juice of bijora, black pepper, 
bicarbonate of soda, sandalwood and butter—mixed 
them hastily and returned to her. She was sitting up 
in bed again, and I saw she was deep in thoughts far 
from pleasant. 
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Placing the mixture beside her, I stood back, waiting 
for her orders. 

“Nitisha Hanoum.” 

“Your Highness.” 

“Yesterday when you told me of the future you 
said Halim Aga should be pardoned as he was innocent. 
1 am told he died under torture and feel rather troubled 
in mind.” 

I observed silence. 

“You are sure he was innocent?” 

“Whether or not, Your Highness, what you do is 
always right.” 

“You think so?” 

“T am sure.” 

“You are a good child—go to bed.” 

“Died under torture!” the words beat in my brain 
all the rest of the night. So it had been an uneasy 
conscience and not pain which had troubled the sleep 
of the Sultan Validé. 

In the morning I went at once to see how she had 

- slept and found her still asleep, the mixture where I 
had left it the previous night untouched. The voice 
of conscience had been pacified. 

The mixing of medicine for the Sultanas was not 
easy work, Each one had her own prescriptions—secret 
and supposed to be efficacious. Some took medicines 
to be able to cast the evil eye upon another. 

In the strange way in which these things work they 
were sometimes effective. Suddenly one of the harem 
women would collapse, screaming; generally it was 
a pretty slave against whom there were a dozen others 
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plotting. At once the others said she was possessed of 
a devil, or perhaps ten devils. She would be borne 
away to the hospital, and if she did not recover, dis- 
appeared. Little was said about that, for the deaf 
and the dumb eunuchs employed as spies by the 
Sultan, although robbed of both speech and hearing, 
could read lips and might at any moment be taking 
down in their evil minds words which, by the time 
they were reported to the Sultan, would be sufficient 
to cause one’s own sudden disappearance. 

Once the Sultan had asked for a certain slave, Dara 
by name, to play and to sing before him after the 
evening meal. She was a girl of great beauty, and was 
overjoyed to think that the Master had noticed her, 
and had singled her out of so many. The Sultan 
Validé had passed the girl’s toilet as being correct, 
and she was told to proceed in an hour to the garden 
where the Sultan would be waiting for her. 

What happened in that hour will never be known, 
it is but another of the mysteries of the harem life. 

At the appointed hour Dara did not put in an 
appearance. A messenger was sent. There was no 
sign of her. The Sultan waited—got impatient, 
annoyed, and finally flew into a rage. Later a gardener 
found her drowned in a lily-pond in one of the gardens, 
her face scratched, the clothes she had so joyfully 
put on torn to shreds. The girl had put up a tremendous 
fight for life and the Sultan was enraged to think he 
had been outdone. 

Enquiries started, the eunuchs bastinadoed one girl 
until she was exhausted; it was only when torture 
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began and she was being suspended head first into a 
deep dark hole in one of the torture chambers, her 
ankles tied with a rope, and told the rope would be let 
go, and she would be swept away into the black waters 
of the Bosphorus, that she confessed to overhearing 
a conversation between one of the Kadins and a slave. 
The Kadin had asked the slave whether she had done 
as she asked, and the slave had replied she had made 
sure, This conversation had taken place about the 
time of the girl’s disappearance. These two women, 
calling for mercy, begging to be given a chance to 
explain, were dragged off by the feared and hated 
police, the order being given to torture them to death. 

For days my nerves were on edge. Suppose some- 
one with a spite against me reported to the Kisler 
Aga something I was supposed to have said? My 
fate would be soon decided. 

Under these difficulties we had no capacity for love 
or loyalty or even friendship. Each doubted if not 
hated the other. 

Separated as we were, a certain measure of peace 
was assured, but after all the deaf mutes had to do 
something to earn their livelihood, to prove their worth 
and their indispensability to their master. 

T never used to feel free from their influence—so 
quietly did they go about, so easy was it to hide behind 
a curtain, or to make a peep-hole behind one of the 
wall decorations—even under the floors there was a 
network of passages, known only to the Chief Eunuch, 
the deaf mutes, and their master, but known also, I 
believe in my own mind, to many an unfortunate and 
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perhaps innocent victim who was taken there and dis- 
posed of as the cruel ingenuity of the janissaries thought 
fit. 

One of the punishment rooms was underground. 
It was dark, save for the light through a hole in the 
roof, through which a great heavy square stone depended 
on a thick rope. The victim was put in the room and 
told to stand on a treadle which worked the stone and 
kept it aloft as he kept moving quickly from one foot 
to another. The instant he stopped the stone fell with 
a crash, crushing him to death. 

Another punishment was the room of distorted 
mirrors. Floor, ceiling, walls covered with mirrors. 
The prisoner wherever he looked saw only himself. 
Each day the reflection became more wild-eyed and 
terrible. Each day a guard would call from an aperture, 
asking the victim what he would give for a drink of 
water; the cruel laugh which came was all the reply 
the imprisoned man ever got, and eventually crazed 
by thirst, hunger and the hundreds of reflections, 
madness came. A favourite pastime of these inhuman 
guards and executioners was betting on how long the 
victim would stand the torture. It was said if one 
of the guards had bet heavily and was likely to lose, 
he did not hesitate to increase the torture, or make it 
last longer as the case might be. 

Shortly after the death of the slave girl one of the 
Sultanas became ill. I was not surprised, for she was 
nearly fifty, and had one daughter. She had always 
been anxious to have a son, and had been taking a 
special mixture made up to a secret formula of her 
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own, towards that end. It had been given her by 2 
slave who had become a favourite of hers. At first 
when she asked me to make the medicine she said it 
was for headaches, but the Sultan Validé told me 
once when she confided in me, what the Sultana was 
taking. The latter could have had no idea the former 
knew, and how the Sultan Validé did find out she did 
not tell me, nor did I ask, but perhaps as a warning 
to myself as to how she got information, she said: 

“How do I know? Well, after all I am the Sultan 
Validé,” and she sat up very straight, and her long 
earrings fell to her eyes as she bowed her head, and 
with much dignity. 

There were many messengers of the Sultan’s mother, 
one saw them everywhere, The slave used to tell me 
in a hushed voice when giving me my morning massage 
how they had seen this messenger and that in the town, 
‘gathering news from the air’ as one so aptly explained. 

“Let me see the formula,” demanded the old Validé, 
referring to the medicine. 

I was now between two stools—afraid the news 
would reach the Sultana, and as afraid to incur the 
wrath of the old woman. But I had learned to give 
myself time, and said: 

“T believe the prescription is in the locked box in the 
medicine chest. May I have your permission to see?” 

“You have my permission.” 

What was I to do? I questioned myself all the way 
to the laboratory, for I knew the prescription was not 
there, but I also knew I remembered every item it 
contained. 
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I would simply say I had not got it there, and hope 
the incident would pass. 

Back before the Sultan Validé again, I said: 

“Your gracious Highness, the prescription is not 
there.” 

“And if not there, Nitisha Hanoum, it is in your 
pretty head; you can tell me.” 

This took me completely by surprise, and the eyes 
of my inquisitor burned into me. 

“Your Highness. . . I see. . .” 

“Yes, I know. I know your heart is loyal to every- 
body. You Georgians have that gift, but I will tell 
you something; I hate the Sultana. She is under the 
protection of a Djinn—she has lived long enough.” 

“Your Highness, I hear.” 

“And I hope you also understand.” 

“No, gracious one.” 

“When a person has lived long enough—I speak 
to you frankly and in secrecy, for I like and trust 
you—it is time she was dead. What are the ingredients 
of the mixture? Speak.” 

“Finely powdered Nagkeshar, coastus root, cumin 
seed, cardamoms, cinnamomum tomal, ox gall mesna 
ferrar, and cloves mixed in milk.” 

“Yes—well, put this into the next mixture.” 

My hand trembled, at which the Sultan Validé 
laughed. 

“We have not so much room as we used to have. 
These old women die slowly—the more useless they 
are the slower they die. Do you understand?” and 
without waiting for an answer she added: 
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“All is as Allah wills. My son is his shadow, and 
did not I give birth to the reflection of Allah? There- 
fore my orders are those of power.” 

“Yes, Your Highness.” 

I do not remember leaving the apartments of the 
Validé. My brain reeled. Was I?. . . was I? . . 
did she expect me to. . .? 

“Allah have mercy upon me!” I cried, heedless 
as to who overheard me. How could I poison a 
woman? Surely madness would overcome me. Where 
was I to put the small packet given to me with the 
dread command? 

I dared not show my misery to my slaves, could not 
even trust them. My head throbbed as though it 
would burst, my very eyes bulged from their sockets. 
I could not do this outrage. At that moment I came 
nearer to hating the Sultan Validé more than anyone 
I had ever known. If I did this thing I would be a 
murderess. What difference between me then and 
the detested police? Scarcely knowing what I was 
doing I sought for a place to hide the packet—my 
jewel box was the only place. 

The Sultan Validé said she could trust me, through 
fear if nothing else. 

I began to dread every summons. Her first question 
was whether I had made any prescriptions, and whether 
I had taken her advice. After asking me once or twice 
she merely raised her strongly defined eyebrows and 
considered this movement enough questioning. When 
I shook my head in answer, meaning the prescription 
had not been made up, her brows furrowed, and her 
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lower lip pushed the upper one right to her nose. 
She looked, I thought, like a wicked witch. 

“Sons,” she kept saying, “her with a son,” and at 
the thought she laughed mirthlessly. “Go, and report 
aught you hear. The Sultana keeps well guarded— 
too well for my liking.” 

I was glad to go; that order seemed the only peace 
I knew in those days. The struggle to become favourite, 
to outshine all the other women, had almost gone from 
my life, and yet I had to remember it was said in 
the harem that when a women ceased to be gay she 
was either old or becoming plain, so I urged my un- 
willing lips to smile, my eyes that felt dull as lead to 
smile. 

The effort cannot be described. It was like rejoicing 
at a funeral—only the funeral instead of being over 
in an hour at the most went on and on, day after day, 
week after week. 

At last one day I saw the bearer of the Sultana’s 
order come to where I was preparing mixtures, with 
the help of a dozen assistants. 

The bottle I held at the time, crashed on to the 
marble floor. Such an occurrence was considered bad 
luck, and for the brief moments while I stood as one 
awaiting the fall of the axe on his neck, I saw several 
eyes turn in my direction and grow large. 

I took the paper. “Urgently requested” was written 
upon it. 

The order had to be obeyed. The face of the Validé 
grew almost lifelike before my eyes. My teeth were 
ground together. 
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How could I murder a woman I had never seen, 
one who trusted me? I thought of my sister somewhere 
in the beautiful hills of Georgia; what would she think 
if she knew? Nothing, I felt, would have persuaded 
or bullied her into doing such a thing, and again I 
knew there was no comparison between us any longer. 

She was happy. She had married for love, and I~ 
I had only my beauty and my cunning. It was those 
against all the rest of the women. I must forget every- 
thing, my own preservation came first. Who cared for 
me? The answer I knew: nobody; I was alone, a 
slave still, in the market of the harem. The Sultan 
Validé was the slave-master who demanded so much, 
she could demand anything; but I had my price, too, 
for I had wit and If had acquired cunning. 

Bitterness came upon me. If this old woman drove 
me, against every feeling to the contrary, to do this 
deed, I knew peace would never be mine again; and 
I registered a vow to make a position for myself in 
which my revenge upon her would be assured. Every 
ounce of my strength in future would be used to pay 
her back. It would require courage, and cunning, and 
hypocrisy, deception, artifice, sleight-of-hand, and 
what approached magic. I would practice them all! 
I would perfect them all! Even as small price for 
these minutes of agony such as the chamber of tortures 
alone could produce. 

Still I hesitated to carry out the order. Within 
fifteen minutes I saw the messenger again in the door- 
way. Now she stood before me. 

“TT. . .’? I began. 
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“Nitisha Hanoum . .. the. . . the Sultana is 
oe ved o's -.dead,” 

The word caused me to recoil. 

“Dead! Dead!” I repeated trying to grasp the 
meaning. Then completely overwhelmed, I slid on 
to the floor in a merciful insensibility. 

When I recovered my slaves were bending over me 
in great distress, chafing my hands, bathing my head 
and behind my ears with cold water. 

At once I remembered the cause of my collapse. 
My first reaction was one of thankfulness, and then I 
wondered whether I was not the victim of a plot. How 
far was I implicated even as it was? I could not trust 
the Validé. It was not safe to know many secrets— 
sometimes it had been perilous to know one secret of 
either the Sultan or his mother. 

Impatiently I awaited the command to attend the 
Validé. Did she think I had administered what she 
had given me? But the next day passed and no word 
came. For the first time since beginning to play chess 
with her a whole day had passed and she had not asked 
me to present myself. 

My feelings during that day were agony. Still the 
next day passed and no word came. 

I wondered whether I had finished my usefulness, 
and whether the den was a matter of time. Wily she 
was, I knew; perhaps I did not really know how 
satanically clever she was. 

Early next morning my mind was relieved, at last 
I had been commanded to play chess that night with 
her. 


MY HAREM LIFE 163 


The day dragged past, I began to wonder whether 
I should ever return from her apartments again. Suppose 
she thought the medicine had been given, would not 
believe me it had not. My word was nowhere. 

I remembered my first sight of her gorgeous rooms: 
they had seemed like paradise to me then. Now the 
thought of them turned the luxury to ashes. Like a 
bunch of grapes lovely in the round symmetry of their 
purple-blue bloom, the next minute thrown into a 
destroying fire, now brvised, and ugly and revolting. 
Those rooms to me now stood for all that was nauseating. 

Night came and the time specified for me to attend. 
I cared not what I wore. My slaves must have noticed 
my apathy, and yet I tried to appear as usual. Then 
I remembered for the first time I had not seen my 
fortune-teller for two days. There was no time now, 
and so with this added handicap I presented myself 
to the Sultan Validé. 

She greeted me as though we had parted but an hour 
previously. She seemed in quite a good humour and 
the game began. My moves were wrong--I had never 
played so badly. I had hoped the matter of the Sultana 
would have been discussed first and done with, but we 
dragged through three games without a word being 
said. My heart was on fire. Would she never speak, 
and why not? 

After the third game, when I felt faintness over- 
coming me, and began to take long breaths, she waved 
her hand as she usually did to intimate the end of the 
game. 

“JT am tired,” she said, yawning. 
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“May your rest be peaceful, gracious Validé,” I 
said and waited. 

“Yours too, Nitisha Hanoum,” she replied. 

I could not have kept my reason and gone through 
another night with all the uncertainty within and 
around me. 

“T crave your pardon, Your Highness,” I found myself 
saying, “the Sultana?” 

“What?” 

“The Sultana . . . who died?” 

“Yes, that,” she replied as she stifled another yawn, 
“J changed my mind.” 

The words were as a blow to me after all I had 
endured, after my suffering, then the uncertainty, 
and again the distress of the hours I had just gone 
through. 

Going to my room my slaves undressed me and 
massaged my aching head, but the misery in my heart 
none could lessen. 

Next day I moved like one in a dream. The shock 
had been worse than the night before. I would have 
liked to spend the day in bed away from the sight 
of everybody—without the trouble of eating or even 
ordering, but I knew the whole harem would hear of it 
and all sorts of gossip begin to circulate. The hopes 
of many would be raised at the idea there was a scheme 
afoot to get rid of me. I had no intention of allowing 
any such scandal. My slaves heard all and it amused 
me to be told of how one Kadin or another was having 
baths ordered by the magic women, so that they might 
have sons. 
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The treatment began with early rising, generally 
5am. The ‘Patient’ was rubbed all over with scented 
oils and massaged for an hour. Then the bath. The 
greatest secrecy was to be observed about this, and yet 
she might as well have taken her bath out in the garden, 
for by the time the order had been given to the slaves 
to prepare it, the news had been blown, like the wind 
across the Bosphorus, through the haremlik. 

The first bath consisted of a thorough washing 
in water which had had to be brought from a particular 
well outside the city, by a personal servant. The 
water had to be carried in a new earthenware pot and 
brought when the moon was full, This water was 
heavily scented with rose perfume. 

After the bath the woman was rubbed all over with 
a yellow clay brought from Arabia—from a part of 
a river where a saint had once sat every day for many 
years. This clay had to be mixed and pounded 
with that from five other holy wells, dust from the 
gtave of a saint, and the burned bark of the cinnamon 
tree. 

These had to be pounded until as fine as powder, 
then mixed with herb oil and applied all over the body, 
including the face and between toes and fingers, and 
the moment the sun rose six slaves rubbed the paste 
off with the greatest speed, dressed the woman in new 
clothes and carried her—her feet must not touch the 
ground—to her bed. 

This is repeated seven times—and such treatment 
is by all accounts the most popular in the harem. 
It appeared as if the women believed in the treatment, 
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and that alone, to fulfil their desires, age never being 
taken into consideration. 

One Kadin had taken these baths for twenty years, 
the magic never having worked for her. She determined 
to make a last attempt. There were great preparations, 
even her slaves being given new garments. This was, 
as usual, supposed to be a great secret, but every 
detail was known, discussed and laughed about by 
everybody. The Sultan Validé enjoyed the joke most 
of all. 

The treatment was given and, like everything else, 
forgotten, so much was there always new to occupy 
our thoughts and time, until my slaves brought news 
one day that the Kadin had a son. There was a great 
deal of chatter and the magic woman who had ordered 
the treatment, those who had carried the sand and the 
mud, and the tree bark, and the slaves who had given it 
were handsomely rewarded, and the Kadin spent money 
recklessly that all might rejoice with her. 

All went well until the registration when the Chief 
of the Registration compared dates and names and 
found not the name of the Kadin anywhere. She was 
approached and said this was a different child, being a 
magic one, given to her by the good fairies after prayer, 
fasting and treatment. Later she was taken before the 
harem court to answer why she had given such in- 
formation. 

She insisted upon what she had said, but the judge 
did not agree about the magic and demanded where 
she had got the child. She repeated that the child was 
magic and would say no more. The judge after much 
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thought pronounced the child to be one of jinns and 
the sentence of death was passed upon the woman and 
the child. 

Fate again stepped in, for the day of the sentence 
a slave girl who had been pleasantly wiling away the 
Jong hours for the Sultan, heard the sentence and 
throwing herself upon the floor, begged forgiveness 
with so much charm and grace that, encouraged by the 
success of her simplicity, she found herself whispering 
into the ear of the Shadow of All Graciousness, how 
she had been bribed by the Kadin to take the newly- 
born son of her dead sister to her. She showed the 
Sultan the bracelets on her wrist, the earrings in her 
ears as part of the bargain. 

The result was the Kadin disappeared for ever, 
while the child was returned to its father. 

Every day as well as my usual work I still had lessons. 
One day for two hours a passage from holy Koran 
would be memorised, the old white-bearded priest 
sitting at a respectful distance, in a long cloak reaching 
to the ground, and a green turban, showing he had made 
the Jong and difficult pilgrimage to the holy city of 
Mecca, and chanting the sacred passages in Arabic 
until I repeated them exactly. Another lesson was 
writing, given by another priest, famed for his calli- 
graphy, or Rustum the Talibulilmi, a philosopher 
and stargazer, would teach me about the stars, their 
size, distance from earth, the effect they had on our 
lives, how to read their messages and receive answers 
to questions dealing with the present which puzzle us. 
He could tell which days to guard against, which 
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days were auspicious or inauspicious, and knew the 
day and hour of his own death. He seemed to live in 
a world of stars and considered earth a very temporary 
abode, believing that in future he and every other 
earthly ‘prisoner? would dwell in the other stars; 
he even described the state of life on some of them, 
and knew to which one he would proceed. 

Some months later he died, at the exact hour and 
on the day he had predicted. 

Even these lessons were reported to the Sultan 
Validé. This I knew because when, after chess, telling 
her incidents in my day she would correct me or 
surprise me by saying, “ What was it your slave said of 
Zita Hanoum?” Sometimes I had forgotten or had not 
listened to the idle gossip at my bath or dressing-time, 
then she would say with a hint of warning, “I know 
everything,” nodding her head, until the head-dress 
high, white, or blue, green, or pink, as the case might 
be, jingled its jewels. She never seemed to realise 
or believe one had forgotten the slightest detail, she 
herself remembering things which happened fifty 
years ago to the minutest detail, as though they had 
happened yesterday. 


CHAPTER XII 


NO WORK BUT DRESSING-—-THE ORDER TO APPEAR BEFORE 

THE SULTAN—THE SULTANAS IN GORGEOUS CLOTHES— 

THE ‘‘GLORY OF THE WORLD”—THE FAVOURITE OF THE 

SULTAN SUDDENLY DIES--THE PARADE OF THE HAREM 
GIRLS—THE NEW FAVOURITE 


Ong night after the chess, through which she had been 
very quiet and thoughtful, the Sultan Validé asked me 
to summon my slaves. 1 did so and she gave them a 
quantity of beautiful clothing, ordering them to take it 
to my dressing-room. After they had gone she said: 

“Do no work to-morrow—nothing but dressing and 
attending to your toilet. Present yourself to me after 
the evening meal.” 

“There are many orders from the Sultanas to be 
done, gracious Highness.” 

“That may be, but none so important as mine.” 

“T hear and obey, Your Highness.” 

All day my slaves mixed the finest powders, perfumes, 
hair oil, while I could only think of the exquisite jewel- 
sewn garments, fit for a princess. The sable on the 
outdoor garment was so fine as to be like the velvet 
itself. My slaves crooned over the beauty of everything, 
which gratified me to excitement, for I knew every article 
would be described to the other harem slaves, and would. 
be re-told, with the usual amount of flowery additions, 
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to their mistresses. How jealous they would be! and 
how glad I was! My heart sang within for joyousness. 

The day dragged slowly past. How happy it was, 
how free from the slightest care. How often in the 
months that followed did I look back upon it Jongingly, 
wishing myself back again, grudging it its quiet. 

At last, having scarcely touched my food, my slaves 
added many touches I demanded to my toilet. Not that 
they were required, for I was conscious of the per- 
fection of every detail. The complaint that a necklace 
was not straight, or an earring uneven, impressed 
the slaves, and reached the ears of those I wanted to 
hear how difficult I was to please. 

Half an hour after the evening meal a messenger 
from the Validé was brought by a slave to say her 
mistress commanded my appearance. 

Mutely I followed, throbbing and slightly nervous 
with excitement, wondering, as I had all day, what 
this command could mean. I had nobody whom I 
could trust to speak to—let alone confide in. 

Now we had reached the luxurious Hall of Audience 
of the Validé. 

She was seated on a dais in a gilt chair, her foot 
upon a low, gem-studded stool. Her clothes were 
flashing with a thousand gems. To look at her was like 
gazing at the sun at high noon. 

I bowed low and kissed the hem of the fine gold- 
brocaded garment, and stepped slowly backwards for 
the six necessary paces demanded by her royal presence. 
I now noticed there were four others, dressed like my- 
self, beautiful girls who would have been lovely in rags, 
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but who with beauty enhanced by the exquisite clothes, 
the jewels and the knowledge of the perfection of their 
dressing, caring not who looked upon their impecca- 
bility, appeared as faultless as houris from paradise. 

The Chief Eunuch to the Validé motioned to us to ad- 
vance and pass round the room for the Valide’s inspection. 
This over, we again took up our original positions. 

“Come here again, dressed just as you are now, after 
the prayer next Friday. It is a most important occasion, 
and you are greatly honoured, because the Light of the 
Universe will receive you, and you will have the glory 
of being presented to His Imperial Highness.” 

We bowed low, touching our foreheads, lips and 
eyes in respectful obeisance, and said: 

“We hear and obey.” 

The eunuch beckoned us to the door, we bowed 
low three times and disappeared through the thick 
curtains. We exchanged no words, the slaves of each 
escorted their mistress back to their own apartments. 

Two of the girls I knew; one had become head of the 
cosmetic department after me, the other had taken my 
place in the embroidery department. My slaves told me 
the others were from the household and the nursery. 

The week was passed in a frenzy of new excitement. 
I found the eunuchs, messengers, slave and any with 
whom I came in contact, more polite and attentive 
than I should ever have thought them capable of being. 
All seemed anxious to assist me to the utmost of their 
ability. Even the Sultan Validé bent a little, discarding 
ever so slightly her dignity and speaking to me more 
as an equal than she had done before. 
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Even the ugly misshapen dwarfs, the spies and the 
most feared after the police and the eunuchs, showed 
more plainly than had been the case, that my pleasure 
or annoyance meant much to them. 

That week was as though my world was a gilded 
caique moving under a sapphire sky over the blue of 
the Bosphorus. I thought not of either the rocks or 
the breakers which might be ahead. Does one ever do 
so, I wonder, when life itself is so fair, showing us 
only beauty and perfection, and giving everything our 
human feelings crave? 

All that week I sang, my slaves and my surroundings 
were so pleasant. Cage they might be, but so comfort- 
able, so desirable, this life of ease and plenty seemed 
the only worth living. So does luxury and everything 
it gives grow on one until it possesses us. 

That week at the games of chess I found the rigid 
etiquette relaxed. The Sultan Validé confided much 
in me. Her son the Sultan was to her the glory of 
the universe; that was easy to gather, and I also saw 
between the veiled hints how she had had to battle 
with the strength of a giantess to keep her position. 

It was towards the end of the Thursday evening 
she said, ‘You have, of course, heard the favourite of 
the Reflection of Goodness and Graciousness has died?” 

“No, Your Highness, my grief I place under your 
feet to hear the sad news.” 

“Grief,” she repeated the word as one would say 
dog to a slave. 

‘I feel none,” she continued. ‘Allah sent her, Allah 
has taken her, that is all. She was a woman of beauty 
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and some intelligence and gifts, but of no tact. I put 
her in her place and from the day she became favourite 
she made my life one of unhappiness, going contrary to 
all she knew I wanted, making a plaything of me, until my 
pride of position cried out. There was no use to speak 
to the Magnificence of the Earth; he, Allah knows, has 
his own troubles, which none may share, not even I, his 
mother,” and here the old lady came near to tears. “I 
am an old woman now, and my years weigh upon me 
heavily. I seck, as ever, but the happiness of my son.” 

The Jast two sentences were spoken with sincerity 
by one who could not often allow herself to be sincere, 
and they stand out in my memory after so many years 
as the truest words the Validé ever said to me. She 
was so obviously tired of life, it seemed, that night, 
she even referred to the Sultan, who to his people 
was the Shadow of Allah, as her son, just as any poor 
mother would have done, 

The next minute she recovered her composure, told 
me how she was going to have a mosque built, and 
bade me lightheartedly, ‘Sweet sleep.” 

The morrow dawned and was like none other I 
had known. During the day I kept wondering whether 
my carriage and deportment were correct. How many 
hours had the Mistress of Deportment spent while 
she coached me in the long classroom? How many 
had the Mistress of Conversation spent explaining to 
me the correct intonation in a language I had learned 
only recently? My singing lessons had been successful. 
I had learned many Turkish love songs, as well as 
practised those of my own country. I knew in my own 
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mind I was fit to appear before anyone, even the Sultan. 
I was secure in the thought of my perfection, conscious 
all the time that the Sultan had no favourite. 

That night after the prayer the Validé’s messenger 
came to command my presence. 

My slaves had taken every care and many hours 
to achieve the faultlessness of my appearance, and I 
followed the messenger with calm assurance. 

As before, we arrived in the Audience Chamber of 
the Validé. She greeted me and the four others who 
came in after me. 

Then Kisler Aga asked us to compose ourselves. 
The others I thought were not quite so sure of them- 
selves. I felt it might have been jealousy or imagination 
that they were less dignified than I, less trained. 

Now we were asked to follow Kisler Aga. He was 
a magnificent figure in a long coat of white satin, 
trimmed down the front and round the hem with fur, 
and on his head a high golden turban-like headdress 
with a dangling gold tassel at the side. This I learned 
afterwards was his indoor dress; outside he wore a black 
coat and none of the grandeur apparent in the palace. 

We followed the Aga slowly and with dignity along 
the corridors and passages until we came to a part 
I had never seen before; ‘The salamlik,’ announced 
a slave on my right side. 

It gave me a thrill to be actually in the sacred ground 
of the Sultan, where one is never allowed to set foot 
unless commanded. Arrived at a great gold door blazing 
with gems, a trumpet was sounded thrice. 

The great door opened in two parts, revealing two 
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trumpeters on either side, clad in royal blue with gold 
sashes, and high blue and gold headdresses. 

Kisler Aga led the way along a carpet into the 
softness of which one’s feet sank luxuriously. We 
passed along with a great blaze of lights everywhere 
until we reached two great gold brocade curtains with 
large red tassels at each side. Again a trumpet sounded 
thrice; two men I had not noticed before and who were 
the royal door-keepers took hold of the tassels and pulled 
back the curtains, revealing a gold metal door, inlaid with 
incrustations of rubies, emeralds and pearls. This opened 
and I was conscious of a blinding brilliance of light. 

As we entered slowly into the room I had never 
seen such magnificence. 

We had entered at what appeared to be a side door. 
‘The room must have been two hundred feet long. 

Many great crystal candelabra blazed and scintillated ; 
the walls were gold, sparkling with gems. 

At one end there was a high dais over the centre 
of which depended a magnificent bell-shaped candelabra, 
its thousands of crystal drops catching the light; under- 
neath this was a throne-like chair of gold with a crimson 
velvet seat; great crimson velvet curtains with deep 
fringes of gold formed a rich background. The steps 
leading to the dais were covered with gold brocade. 
We were placed at right angles to this with our left sides 
towards the throne, and told to stand still and quietly. 

The room was almost breathtakingly beautiful—gold 
sparkling walls, blue enamelled ceiling, gold and emerald 
pillars, mosaic floor, on which lay velvet-soft carpets, 
exquisitely draped curtains, looped and caught with 
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gold cords and tassels a yard long, a gorgeous fountain 
of alabaster and jade playing in the centre of the room, 
its silver water cascading into a jade and silver basin in 
which gold and blue fishes swam luxuriously; but most 
strange of all were the number of clocks everywhere— 
from tiny ones let into the walls, to a very large one in gold, 
its face inlaid with rubies and diamonds, its hands gleam- 
ing with diamonds. ‘There must have been a hundred or 
perhaps more, all ticking, some loud, some inaudible. 

The half-hour struck—I learned afterwards it was 
a peculiarity of the Sultan’s not only to collect clocks 
but to have them all strike at precisely the same time. 

‘Trumpets blew again and again, we heard, but could 
not look, steps enter the room and approach near where 
we were. Next we saw the entourage of the Sultan 
Validé assemble before us, on the opposite side. She 
alone faced the throne; we bowed low and touched our 
lips, foreheads and eyes, and she returned our salute. 
Her garments were as though illuminated. Very regal 
she looked, dignity personified. No sooner had she 
arrived and her attendants taken their position than 
two trumpeters in red velvet with bands of white fur 
on their sleeves, and black and gold velvet caps, came 
in, one on each side of the throne, and blew three 
blasts upon their trumpets. 

Then they turned towards the doors, and the figure 
of the Chief White Eunuch appeared. Thoroughly he 
searched behind the crimson curtains to insure safety 
for the Sultan, and placed the guard round the dais, 
leaving the steps clear. 

The trumpets blew again and two royal ushers in 
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scarlet satin and gold caps held aside the curtains on 
the left of the throne. 

There was not a sound in the room except the ticking 
of the clocks. Immediately a shortish man, slightly 
bent, entered, bowed to the Sultan Validé, who with 
us bent low while the Sultan took his place upon the 
throne. We were in the presence of the Shadow of Allah. 

This done, the bugles sounded again, at which the 
Sultan rose and came down the steps. In his hands 
were two golden roses. The Sultan Validé approached 
the steps and received the two roses and a gold coin 
from her son, whose first duty in the Haz-oda—or 
Chamber of the Royal Presencc—-was to salute his 
mother. Then he returned to the throne. Now the 
Sultan Validé approached the dais, mounted the steps 
and held out three gold tissue roses and five gold coins, 
bowing in salutation to the Sultan. 

Keeping his seat the Sultan touched the flowers and 
coins in token of having received them, and the Valtidé 
returned to her place, having left the coins and flowers 
before the Sultan. 

We had no opportunity of seeing the Sultan because 
our positions did not make it possible for us to turn 
our heads, head turning being a breach of etiquette, 
nor dared we raise our eyes in the presence of Majesty. 

Now the Grand Vizier, the Comptroller of the 
Household, the Chief Secretary, the Head of the 
Police, the Chief of the Agas, the Chief of the Pashas, 
and many more of the Heads of Departments made 
obeisance, according to their precedence, to the throne, 
each presenting flowers. 
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This over, the trumpets blew again, once. The 
great door of entrance opened, and the dancing girls 
tripped in and knelt on the floor before the Sultan, 
who raised his hand—that much we could see—as a 
sign of his approval. 

The scent of the beautiful flowers with which the 
room was decorated mixed with that of the ladies was 
almost overpowering. Every gilded mirror reflected 
the gorgeous scene. 

The flowers from the royal gardens decorated the 
fountain, giving a cool feeling to the warm room. Great 
circles of flowers hung from the chandeliers. Every- 
where was colour and beauty, a fitting setting for the 
Shadow of Allah on earth. 

The dancing girls were now performing round the 
fountain, lovely and sparkling like the flowers them- 
selves, bending, leaping, twisting, balancing on one 
finger or toe—and all the time we stood until the first 
. dance was over, when the Sultan spoke to Kisler Aga, 
who spoke to the Master of the Haz-oda, who requested 
us to be seated, within view of the throne and in 
accordance with the pleasure of His Jmperial Highness 
the Light of the Universe. 

T felt too dazzled by the magnificence to raise my 
eyes to the great Sultan, but watched the dancers— 
with their rainbow-hued silk and velvet garments ex- 
posing their necks, shoulders, arms, and cut very low 
in front. Their eyes shone with happiness, and there 
was no doubt they liked to dance before the Sultan; after 
each dance or song or tune played they formed a row 
and knelt before the throne, the Sultan raising his hand. 
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Ten o'clock struck—the dancing girls made their 
final curtsey and left the Haz-oda. 

The Chief Eunuch now approached one of my four 
companions and asked her to sing. 

She rose from her seat and bowing to the throne and 
again to the Validé, sang a beautiful Persian love-song. 

Next my neighbour was asked to play, and taking 
her zither she played a wonderful haunting tune, a 
Turkish love-song this time. 

Her turn over, mine came. 

For a second only I felt unable to respond. Then, 
bowing low twice, I forgot where I was, the gorgeous 
flowers, clocks, gold and silver faded away, I was again 
with my father on the hill near our village in Georgia. 
The song was over—I returned to my seat. I remem- 
bered where I was. Had I done my best, | wondered. 

I saw the Chief Eunuch approach me, I was com- 
manded to sing the same song again. 

Again I sang, and then the others performed. 

Aslave of the Sultan Validé now approached, carrying 
a tray. She drew near the dais, following the Sultan 
Validé who showed pieces of our embroidery, gold and 
jewel embroidered belts—scent we had made—to the 
Sultan, naming each one of us in turn. 

He looked at everything and approved it, then the 
Grand Vizier gave gold coins to each of us. 

‘We were now asked to range ourselves round the foun- 
tain. The blaze of light there was particularly bright. 

I dared not raise my eyes until we were given orders 
by the Chief Kadin to look up or down, or to the 
right or left. 
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The Sultan now left his seat and came slowly towards 
us. 1 caught a glimpse of him as he studied one of my 
neighbours. He was, I guessed, about fifty, dark- 
haired, pale-complexioned, with rather sad eyes. 

His coat was black, and he appeared, I thought, very 
plain amongst such a blaze of rich material. 

Now he was looking at me. My face became hot 
under his scrutiny. I noticed he carried a handkerchief 
which he dropped at my feet. 

At once he bowed and left, we bowed and the Grand 
Vizier approached and took the handkerchief which he 
handed to me. It was white silk with initials in the 
corner, not by any means expensive, but to me it was 
my dream come true, for as the Sultan left the chamber, 
as the trumpet echoed his departure, I was receiving 
the compliments and respects and good wishes of all 
in the room. I, Nitisha, had been chosen as his favourite, 
by the mighty Sultan, the Mlumination of the World 
—and as I looked at them cringing and fawning, and 
heard their good wishes in my burning ears, I re 
membered the agony of my mother as I was borne 
away from my home, and my poor only friend Azizi, 
over whose beauty and broken heart the cruel dark 
waters of the Bosphorus closed, and within me as I 
bowed my thanks, there was born the desire to hurt 
these people, to condescend to them; I knew the 
insincerity of their words, knew how within their 
hearts hatred raged, and how, within the next half- 
hour, these four others, each of whom had fondly 
hoped to take my place, would tear their hair, and their 
clothes and cry their eyes out with rage. 


CHAPTER XIII 


THE MANNER OF SELECTING THE FAVOURITE OF THE 

SULTAN—THE NEW CLOTHES AND JEWELS—-THE SULTAN’S 

GIFTS—FIRST MEETING WITH THE SULTAN—JEALOUS HAREM 
WIVES—THE MAGICAL PERFORMANCE 


Wuen the Grand Vizier handed the handkerchief which 
showed the pleasure of the Sultan to me, I raised it to 
my lips and kissed it. Then with the full significance 
of my position upon me I bowed with all the dignity 
at my command to all corners of the room and was 
led by the Chief Eunuch and my excited slaves back 
to my apartments. 

Here the girls fell upon the floor kissing my garments, 
my slippers, even the ground round my feet, murmur- 
ing good wishes of long life; many sons; that I might 
one day be the Sultan Validé; that I should remember 
them always as my most humble slaves; that they singly or 
collectively would give their lives for me at any time; and 
I believe they meant it; they alone perhaps were sincere. 

Preparations began at once for my removal to the 
favourite’s apartments, The Chief Eunuch, Kisler 
Aga, waited upon me, ordcring everything as he 
must have done many times before. 

The thought that I was not the only favourite who 
had ever been, or that 1 might be deposed in favour 
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might be as sudden as that of the poor girl whose place 
T had taken, would have appalled me at one time; 
but now I had knowledge of the true state of affairs, of 
how the most powerful woman alone counted, for her 
period of ascendancy alone, and that that time might be 
short and her fall be into the very depths of oblivion. 

All this I realised while one and another fawned 
round me, and having had so much experience of the 
different parts of the harem, I knew what sullen anger 
surged at that very moment against me, sullen until 
like a sulky fire it began to take a hold and then it 
would blaze into flame, and eventually reach the steady 
white heat of hatred. Even the Sultan Validé would 
have to lower her colours now. Now she would 
see how Nitisha could wield power, Nitisha who 
had for fear of her sent men to their death, others 
to imprisonment in the filthy vaults under the palace. 
Now was the hour of Nitisha. 

Now if there was any mercy left, there would come a 
time when it would be possible to whisper into the royal 
ear the names of those of the unfortunate prisoners 
who were still alive, and have them freed. 

Meanwhile, as though awaking from a dream, I heard 
my slaves ordering peace to one who spoke without. 

“The Sultana prays,” they said in awe. 

I rose from my prayer carpet, strengthened. 

“Allah, the Merciful, the All-Powerful, have mercy 
and guide me,” were all the words I had found to 
murmur—and yet I knew in my heart that the mercy for 
which I prayed would have little room in my life now. 

The Chief Eunuch announced he was to take me 
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to my new apartments. My slaves wept as I left them, 
begged me to take them with me, but the eunuch 
struck out at them with his foot, and the next minute 
1 was following him through the corridors, along which 
so many favourites of the past must have passed. 

We went in the same direction as yesterday, eunuchs 
and guards standing to attention as we passed. At 
last we turned to the left, along a marble and gold- 
latticed corridor and stopped before a great gilt door, 
which was opened from within by two eunuchs. 

Stepping inside, my eyes gazed upon fairyland, an 
apartment for a houri, or an angel. Slightly awed, I 
gazed round at the handsome gold and crimson brocade 
sofas and chairs, the velvet-soft carpet in which my 
feet sank, the gem-encrusted tables and footstools, the 
ivory carvings, the gold mirrors, more lacquer and 
mother-of-pearl tables and boxes—my eyes travelled 
over it all to the gold and mosaic panelled walls, the 
cashmere shawls spread over the chairs. 

Jade and coral-fretted screens—gemmed ivory fans 
—my head spun. All this was mine! mine! so long as 
I had power to hold it. I clenched my hands until 
strength seemed to flow as the blood itself through 
my veins. Then a sense of comfort and peace descended 
upon me. Slaves appeared and awaited with eyes fixed 
upon the ground, not daring to raise them. The Chief 
Eunuch allowed me to look round and then pointed to 
the other apartment; out of this was a small hall, from 
which four other rooms led. 

As I stepped into the luxuriously furnished hall, 
guns boomed forth. 
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For a moment they seemed to shake the palace, 
I turned to the eunuch in fear. 

“These are in your honour, Nitisha Sultana.” 

I clasped my hands together. In my honour! My 
feet scarcely supported me, my knees felt weak, but 
I did not let the eunuch see my emotion. To anyone 
my face was as marble, as cold, as lifeless. 

Everywhere in the other rooms luxury and beauty 
met my eye—colour, light, and extravagance. My bed 
was a dream, shaped like a caique, golden, gem- 
encrusted, draped with pink diamond-sewn satin 
curtains with velvet curtains the colour of the sapphire 
hanging at the head from the ceiling, and forming a 
graceful draped background of gold and pink. 

The window-curtains of sapphire-blue velvet were 
heavily fringed in gold, and thickly sewn with pearls. 

Rugs lay on the floor—sewn in patterns of pearls, 
and pearl-fringed. The domed ceiling twinkled like 
the night sky. 

“How beautiful,” I kept repeating. 

“Worthy of the most beautiful one in the harem,” 
came a woman’s voice. I turned quickly to find the 
Sultan Validé’s Chief Kadin standing beside me. 

“Greetings! May your life be long and may the 
days pass as a sunbeam over the quiet ripples of the 
water.” 

“Thank you,” I said; “my eyes are gladdened by 
the sight of your calm forehead.” 

“T came but to place my heart at your feet.” 

“Your words are sweet music to my ears,” I replied 
in the ceremonial language of the Court. 
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With a deep bow she left the room. I continued my 
examination. 

It would take weeks to look at all the beauties of 
the exquisitely wrought work, and I wanted to be left 
alone and made a gesture to dismiss the slaves, but 
Kisler Aga came beside me and said: 

“Other clothes, worthy of your new position, have 
to be put on.” 

By now many steps were heard coming and going 
into my apartments, but I had yet to go up the little 
marble staircase—I wanted to see everything at once, 
after a few steps upstairs a coloured glass window 
showed the fringed trecs, the mass of flowers in the 
garden, the green lawns, and far away the silver of the 
water, with ships of all kinds passing to and fro, and I 
thought as I stood drinking in the beauty of Nature, 
shrined as I was in the magnificent man-made structure 
of the palace, how strange it would seem to have no 
work to do—to have all the servants to obey me, and I 
wondered how I would please the Sultan. Would I 
continue to please him? That was a question none could 
answer, 

Upstairs was my private reception-room, elaborate 
as the others, everything gem-set and priceless. 

For the next four hours I was in the hands of my 
slaves. I missed the idle chatter of my previous maids, 
and realised these were owned by the favourite uf the 
Sultan. So I pretended an impatience at everything 
they did, a slight displeasure, and rejoiced to see the 
anxiety they exhibited to please me. 

My clothes were now as grand as the Validé’s—my 


186 MY HAREM LIFE 


jewels 1 might wear as I liked, giving heed to none, 
caring not for the displeasure of any save that of the 
Sultan. If it lay within my power to keep this position, 
I determined to hold it, for luxury had me in its grasp, 
and I imagined what it would feel like to return to 
that harem after being the pampered, petted toy of 
the Lord of the Universe after Allah. Death, surely, 
would be preferable to the questionings, the hints, 
the vulgar teasings of the jealous harem women, to 
an ex-favourite. 

While the dressing continued, four slaves came 
carrying boxes of all sizes, in ebony, ivory, jade, amber, 
and many morc studded with precious stones. 

“The gifts from the Sultan.” They bowed low to 
the ground three times. 

“Bring the Chief Kadin of my household,” I com- 
manded with the correct amount of Janguor and im- 
patience, while my heart’s beating almost suffocated me. 

The Kadin, who awaited any summons, came with 
the speed of a boomerang and the servility of a slave. 

“Put His Imperial Highness’s gifts on the table 
that I may see them.” 

At last the silk handkerchiefs in which some of the 
most valuable gifts had been wrapped were removed, 
and I could look at the array of beautiful things which 
belonged to me. 

Magnificent sets of jewels: ropes of finest pearls, 
diamond-set brushes and combs; emerald and pearl 
perfume bottles; turquoise glasses, each glass having 
its gem-set container; a water or sherbet jug to match; 
gold sapphire-sewn slippers; white fur capes; long 
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sable capes, lined with pink velvet and collared in 
diamond and ruby-studded satin; jewelled ornaments 
for the hair; jade flower-pots with plants, whose dark 
or light jade leaves showed the perfection of the 
jewelled flowers; lamps in ivory with a fortune in 
diamonds studded in their shades; sunshades of every 
colour, with handles in ebony, ivory and jade; and 
clocks—clocks of every shape, colour and metal. 

My head swam to see so much grandeur—and to 
feel it was my own. “It is all mine,” 1 kept repeating 
inwardly to reassure myself—while outwardly in front 
of my servants I smiled artificially, took everything as 
though such gifts were an everyday occurrence. 

After the bathing, dressing, powder and rouging 
came the perfuming—even the inside of my slippers 
and the hem of my brocade and sable-lined entari— 
and all the time half a dozen slaves were arranging the 
heavily scented flowers—further evidence of the regard 
of my imperial lover. 

It seemed like a dream. Even the eunuch, who 
ruled the harem through fear, whose footstep might 
presage the downfall of any member of the harem, 
became subordinate in my presence. 

Now I had my own Chief Eunuch who took the 
responsibility of my household—being more important 
than my Chief Kadin. 

My Eunuch Kasim came to say the Sultan Validé 
would honour me with a visit. 

The news even the day before yesterday would have 
made me tremble with importance and anxiety. To-day 
I felt neither. Everything I knew was right—there 
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could be no fault anywhere. I awaited her coming 
with only the desire to show how well the position 
became me. 

She arrived in splendid clothes and many rich 
jewels. I received her equally well dressed. 

Our greeting was cordial. 

“You are indeed worthy of the new honour. I 
congratulate myself upon my discrimination.” 

My face betrayed my misunderstanding. 

“You do not know, I suppose, that I am respon- 
sible for bringing a beautiful and gifted girl to the 
notice of the Sultan?” 

“J did not know, Your Highness.” 

“Ah yes,” she nodded her head in the way she had 
when she imparted news to one. ‘‘I am the mother, 
after all, of the next in power after Allah,” and here 
she made a pious motion, raising hands and eyes to 
the ceiling. 

“Indeed, that 1 had not forgotten, Your Highness.” 

“None musi forget it, Nitisha Sultana.” 

I took this last as a challenge. This old battle- 
scarred Validé, whose knowledge must have been 
colossal, who had spies everywhere, found in the 
favourite of the son the only drawback to her absolute 
rule, for love or passion cares not for relationship. 
This IE knew, and for this reason I did not reply. 

She looked round the rooms, examined the gifts, 
gave various opinions as to where the presents ought to 
be placed. 

Then she said, while her hands toyed with the 
flowers: 
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“T shall always be pleased to help you in any way, 
and hope you will confide in me.” I thought the 
usually strong voice trembled slightly; the eyes did 
not meet mine, so I took courage and replied: 

“There must be many things now, Your Highness— 
things I may hear about which must not be repeated.” 

“Certainly not to anyone except myself. Together 
we must work for the good of the Sultan.” 

I made no reply, and she called to a slave girl she 
had brought. The girl entered, carrying something tied 
in a handkerchief. She laid it at my feet, and retreated. 

“A present from myself,” said the Sultan Valide. 

1 untied the handkerchief and an exquisite gold 
box was revealed, sct with gems worked as flowers, 
the leaves being emeralds, the petals shaded in every 
colour from opal to ruby. 

“Your Highness!" I ejaculated. 

“Open it.” 

¥ did as 1 was commanded and found many boxes 
inside; one contained diamonds, one rubies, and each 
held many precious stones, all unmounted. 

“How can I find words, I am choked with emotion,” 
I stammered, looking in awe upon so many exquisite 
jewels, worth many hundreds of thousands of pounds. 

“T can see you are pleased with the gift. You can 
have anything made to your own design by the Court 
jewellers—six of whom, will be attached to your entour- 
age; and now I must go. ‘l'o-night the Sultan gives a 
banquct—I am fond of light and colour and especially 
of good food,” and with an exchange of elaborate bows, 
and much jingling of bracelets, she was gone. 
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The banquet was at eight o’clock. At seven I was 
awaiting the command when the trumpets sounded in 
the distance, and my Chief Eunuch came in and said, 
“His Imperial Highness the Sultan, the Commander 
of the Faithful, the Shadow of Allah on Earth.” 

I was completely taken unawares, but only for a 
moment. By the time the trumpeters had approached 
the door and the bugle announced the arrival I had 
risen. My clothes and jewels were of the finest—I had 
no fear—my eyes were becomingly cast down, for I 
realised the lure of Jong black eyelashes sweeping a 
pink check, and the next moment I was kneeling at 
the feet of the Padshah. 

Rising, 1 kissed his extended hand and he kissed 
my brow. Then led me to a divan where he examined, 
rather to my dismay, everything I wore. 

“The clothes are fit for the most beautiful flower 
in the garden of the Sultan, and the jewels are pale 
beside the sparkle of its bloom.” 

The hot blood dyed my checks and I felt encouraged to 
show my dimples which had been rouged for the purpose. 

“It is our Imperial pleasure that you sit beside 
us at the banquet on the right-hand side.” 

“Tam honoured, my gracious lord, for all your many 
royal kindnesses and find myself, Turkish not being my 
mother tongue, somewhat short of the correct word to 
express my deep thanks and my appreciation of so many 
beautiful gifts received fromthe royal handof my Padshah.” 

“Your words fall as music on the ear, Nitisha, and 
your speech is as sweet as your face.” His hand held 
mine and I found myself trembling, like a sinner who 
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had suddenly come face to face with the keeper of the 
soul’s secrets. 

Suddenly he bent and kissed the palms of my hands 
and stood up. ‘We shall mect again at the banquet, 
the half-hour will be all too long, moon of my delight.” 
The last four words he spoke slowly and softly. 

“Your Majesty, the honour shall be as sweet sherbet 
in the mouth of your slave,” and with my final hand 
kiss the Sultan left the apartment, the trumpets sounded 
to announce his departure, the curtains swung heavily 
across the doorway, and I was alone to re-live the 
excitement of the last half-hour. 

The Sultan was of medium height, but looked taller 
and bigger altogether in his gold-brocaded garments 
than he had done last night in the plainer clothes. In 
his turban he wore a magnificent diamond ornament, 
which blazed fire at every movement. 

The half-hour tlew past and my Chief Eunuch 
announced it time for me to leave for the Hall of the 
Banquet. The trumpets blew twice in token of my 
departure—the Chief Kadin put my fur robe round my 
shoulders and we set out. 

The Hall of the Banquet was on the same grand 
scale of luxury as the other royal apartments. We had 
assembled, myself, the Sultan Validé, the aunts and 
sisters and nieces of the Sultan, round the long table— 
groaning under the weight of many gold plates and 
silver jewelled dishes. Some heaped with choice 
fruits, others with sweetmeats, and yet others with 
flowers cunningly worked to represent birds. 

Bows were exchanged and we were to stand until 
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the Sultan’s trumpeters announced his arrival. Another 
procession reached the door and we heard a great noise 
of trumpets, and the guards accompanied the Padshah 
to his seat on my left. ] was conscious that every eye 
was upon me, trying to make me show some sign of 
anxiety or distress, but my hill woman’s mind asserted 
itself and 1 was glad I had never been a slave, as many 
of these harem women had been. I was the daughter 
of a chieftain and my native dignity had not been 
forgotten. 1 posed before them all, and was aware 
of the admiring eyes of the Sultan upon me—conscious 
of his anxiety for my welfare. And who could blame 
me for my artful artlessness? It was a business like 
anything clse, this pleasing a royal master who has 
called one ‘Moon of my delight.’ I unfolded beneath 
the royal gaze of flattery and was conscious of my 
beauty as never before—and aware, tuo, deliriously 
conscious, of how the other women hated me. 

I intended to be spoken of afterwards, the dainty way I 
had nibbled the food, the length of time I had taken to 
select a sweetmeat, the way I had held my glass of sherbet, 
My manners were better than those of the Valid¢, who in 
spite of all her dignity made too much noise eating figs. 

I enjoyed the discomfiture of the other ladies who 
sat with eyes fixed upon me, devouring every detail 
of dress and demeanour, until when the Sultan hap- 
pened to address a remark to them their faces became 
suddenly alive, with a look of frozen attention, only 
their mouths opened slightly. 

All down the table stood gold jewelled lamps, filled 
with scented oil—overhead and down the room on 
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either side the great candelabra streamed light. Every 
now and again the musicians played soft music, and 
nearby was another table with sherbets of every colour, 
fruit and more sweetmeats. The great emerald on the 
Sultan’s right hand shot fire in a thousand directions, 
Palm trees in silver tubs were ranged round the room, 
each decorated with birds, silver, gold, and coloured 
bells and flowers. 

All the while beautiful slave girls danced on a 
platform to the music of the players, but the Sultan 
had eyes for none save myself. Again and again he 
bent his head towards me, asking how 1] liked the food, 
or the decorations, or in a low whisper paying me 
compliment after compliment. 

What did I care about those other favourites. ‘Ihey 
were gone and forgotten. I was the brightest star in 
the harem sky. 

Like the wine of the Infidels, flattery, the gifts, the 
favour of the Sultan had gone to my head. 

“YT have got a caique for your acceptance,” came 
the low voice of my royal neighbour, ‘it is a fitting 
frame for one of such beauty and attainments,”” and 
1 was conscious of a thrill in the voice, and of a deep 
feeling of regard for this man who had showered every- 
thing dear to the desire of a woman upon me. His voice 
throbbed with emotion, and I might have been the only 
woman he had ever spoken to as he spoke to me now. 

“The caique is white with gold and crinsson bands— 
you will have twelve rowers in scarlet with red fezzes 
with black tassels—the oars are gold-handled and 
tipped. 
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“The caique is upholstered in red velvet brought 
from Lyons. One end forms a dome, supported by 
gold columns over the stern. There is a divan of crimson 
and gold on which my songbird can recline, and many 
cushions of down.” 

“My Padshah, your kindness to your slave makes 
her feet light as though she trod on air, and her heart 
rejoices—may the heart of my gracious lord so rejoice 
and may he live for ever,” I replied. 

“May he also be gladdened by the sunshine of a 
gracious lady’s smile,” he answered, his eyes admiringly 
upon me, not only his, but every eye in the room. The 
lights, the jewels, the obvious adoration of the Sultan, 
the thousand and one envious glances, the undercurrent 
of excitement, all added sparkle to my eyes, and colour 
to my cheeks. The world, I felt, was the stool upon 
which my foot rested—a gold jewelled stool, which I 
could push at my wil!. 

Small wonder that I moved through every minute 
of that wonderful night as one does in a beautiful 
dream. 

At last the banquet was over. Slaves had brought 
bouquets of scented flowers to each of us—-the Sultan 
himself took mine, handed it to me. In the heart 
of the bouquet was a gold box; on opening it I found 
a huge diamond sparkling in its white satin case. At 
the beauty of the jewel I gasped. Then noticing a 
catch I tried to open it. 

The Sultan laughed and took the jewel, pressed 
the stud, and the gem opened to reveal a tiny watch, 
which he held to my ear. 
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“Listen, it goes, it is the smallest and the rarest 
watch in the world. Here also is the fastening.” 

With trembling fingers I took the watch and pinned 
it on my breast. 

“How dim the jewel has become compared to your 
eyes, Nitisha.”” 

The words breathed into my car were tor my hearing 
alone. They covered me with confusion which I 
sensed pleased my companion. 

I was unable to answer, so overcome was T by what 
went to make my surroundings—the glare of lights, 
the jewels, the wonderful clothes and jewels, the exquisite 
food; [ was too intoxicated with the surrounding 
glamour to do more than play with it, and added to all 
this the favour of the mighty Sultan, on whose pleasure 
the greatest in the land rese or fell, lived or died; 
but what evoked more joy within me was the thought 
that I was the cause of this ting, this enthusiasm of 
the Sultan, this excitement so apparent all round me, 
and dearer to me than all v 











the fierce passion of rivalry 
and jealousy which hemmed me in, or hemmed us. 1 
ought to say, that the Sultan and myself were the only 
two persons who felt no jealousy for any body alive. We 
were supreme; he in his realm, and fin my sphere. But 
there were others—my rivals—who, although outwardly 
calm, had in their hearts a rage and a burning hatred 
for me, those who hoped to take my place. 1 knew 
how I should have felt myself, had 1 been one of the 
many. 

The feast was over. We moved to the Hall of the 
Dance, where a hundred beautiful girls bowed to us, 
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then moved about, each a poem of grace and delight. 
Yet even surrounded by these fascinations I knew the 
Shadow of Magnificence had no eyes for any save myself. 

For some hours the dancing and singing continued. We 
listened to all the passionate love-songs of each country 
these girls represented, and then the harem women bowed 
their farewells, the dancing girls, keeping their faces 
towards the throne, tiptoed daintily out of the room, 

‘The buglers headed the double row of guards between 
the dais and the great door, and taking my hand the 
Sultan led me to the door, the bugles sounded shrilly, and 
proceeding slowly in front of us rang out again until the 
Grand Vizier received us at the great golden gem-studded 
door Ieading to the private apartments of the ruler. 

The Grand Vizicr bowed low thrice, kissed the hem 
of the Sultan’s coat, and left the apartment. 

The great doors closed. Slightly bewildered, I looked 
round. The soft lights, the flowers, the luxury intoxicated 
me. My eyes came to rest on the blazing emerald on 
the hand of the one who had raised me to all this. 

I fell upon my knees and kissed his hand. I felt 
suddenly humble and grateful. At last we were alone— 
and if it were not possible for me to love this man, 
great as he was, as I had imagined love to be, there 
could be no doubt of his feelings towards me. 

My first thought in the morning was for my magic 
woman Lola, 

She came no quicker than had been her wont before 
my promotion. She gave the same greeting, “May 
to-day be auspicious,” in the same tone. She made 
no difference in any way to me in my exalted position. 
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“Tell me signs,” I asked. 

“So be it,” she replied, ‘‘and anything else.” 

“Yes, tell me 2 2.” 

“T know, you want a charm, something to help you 

to retain that —— you grasp.”” 

“Yes... yes.” 

“IT knew it. No one human in the toils of power 
thinks differently than another.” 

I pretended not to hear as she placed her tray and 
a heap of sand on the floor, then went into her customary 
drowsiness. 

A spate of words followed: warnings of death, 








disaster, murder, jealousies tumbled from her lips, 
sounding in the perfumed stillness like the breath of a 
coming storm; suddenly she stopped—1 struggled to 
compose myself. 

“Where is the bone from the head of the white 
hare?” 

Tea Tapa.” 

“y know, you threw it away. Then it was of no use 
to you—now it would have been.” 

“Get me another.” 

“Tt is not easy. ‘The witches ride the white hares 
and are difficult to capture. It may take weeks. I 
would you had not destroyed the one given.” 

“Never mind how long it takes, procure one at all 
costs—I will give you anything you ask.” 

She gave a twisted smile and raised her shoulders 
with a shrug. 

“T want nothing. I have necd of nothing,” and 
with these words she left the apartment. 


CHAPTER XIV 


ALONE WITH THE SULTAN—WALK IN THE GARDEN WITH 
THE SULTAN—-SINGING TO HIS MAJESTY—THE SULTAN’S 
DISPLEASURE—SPIES—MISERY OF MIND AMID PLENTY 


THE next few weeks were a jumble of gifts, clothes, 
jewels, furniture, until I—who had not seen half my 
belongings, nor knew the price of any of them— 
had a surfeit of luxuries. Every night after the long 
days of audience were over the Sultan commanded my 
presence. Sometimes he would be in one of the garden 
kiosks, where, under the gem-studded sky, I sang to 
him, or told him of Georgia, and every night the exotic 
comfort of the Yildiz palace became more real, and 
Georgia receded further and further from my life. 

The rapture of those nights when I sang the love- 
songs of Georgia with all their passion, their emotions, 
their dash, and then breathlessly translated them to 
my enraptured listener, who lay back in his chair, 
or perhaps on the cushion mattresses at my feet and 
listened spellbound. 

Sometimes when the moon rode high we wandered 
in the gardens, where the order ‘Helvet’ (Absence) 
had been issued for all save the guards to leave. The 
white kiosk shimmered, the grass looked more like a 
carpet than ever, the patches of flowers like gay gar- 
ments, thrown down; the white gold-topped minarets 
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appeared through the trees like slim sentinels, and the 
song of a boatman floated on the gentle breeze, now 
nearer, now almost a whisper. 

Hand in hand like two happy children we wandered, 
falling sometimes into silence, the quiet of contentment. 
Other nights we had music and dancing, but there was 
no envy in my heart for the lovely butterflies dancing 
as they were in the moonlight. That each had her 
ambition mattered not to me. I was secure. Ah me, 
what is security? 

Long Janguorous hours of happiness as the pampered. 
favourite of the All Mightiest; hours of bathing and 
dressing, of sailing in my priceless caique on the blue 
Bosphorus. The Sultan had said I was the dove of 
the caique, I thought of myself as the dove with the 
golden feather and jewelled eyes. 

The chess games with the Validé became fewer 
and fewer. Now the Sultan occupied most of my free 
time, the time not taken up in cosmetic application, 
trying on clothes, for the Sultan must never be wearied 
by seeing me twice in the same garments. 

My cosmetics were made up by my personal cosmetic 
makers, who were continually employed thinking out 
new perfumes for my person and my baths, and four 
special ladies-in-waiting had been appointed to see my 
jewels matched the clothes to be worn with them. 

All these arrangements were made after the fortune- 
tellers’ early-morning visits. 

Meanwhile jewellers who set my jewels had to be 
interviewed. One day they were ordered to remake a 
complete set of jewelled ornaments, or to present 
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sketches showing in what other forms the jewels might 
be reset. 

One morning while awaiting the arrival of my chief 
robe designer, while I lay idly on my balcony enjoying 
the light breeze, one of my attendant ladies-in-waiting 
told me a gifted woman star-gazer had come. 

Thinking to pass the time pleasantly, I ordered the 
woman to be brought and dismissed all my attendants, 
giving orders to admit none. 

The doors closed, I beckoned the woman to approach. 
She gave the usual cringing salutation, then bent low 
and kissed the fringe of my rug. 

“You read the stars?” I asked. 

“Gracious Sultana, protector of the poor, I bear a 
message.” 

“A message?” 

“Yes, to be heard only by the ears of her for whom 
the message was sent.” 

“Speak.” 

“Lady of ten thousand charms, my mistress, whose 
name J may not mention now, begs me to give you her 
felicitations, and to wish you long life.” 

Here the speaker paused. 

“Who is this mistress of yours?” 

“She is Pepita Hanoum.” 

‘Who is she?” 

“Gracious Presence, she was once the trusted of 
the Mighty Radiance, but whispers became loud and 
reached the royal ears, and she was imprisoned.” 

“How can I help that?” 

“Speak but one word to the Mighty One, the Shadow 
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of Allah upon earth, speak one word, for your sake 
he will let her free.” 

“Why does she ask this of me?” 

“Because you alone have power over the One.” 

“T will speak. You say the name is Pepita?” 

“Yes, Highness, and she is ill, and will surely die 
in prison.” 

“Go, but let none know your message given or 
received.” 

“T go. TE obey.” 

That night as I sang and played to the Sultan and 
saw his face soften from the hard expression it had worn 
when he came, I looked round my palace home and 
thought of poor Pepita. Now was the time. I lay 
back gracefully after the music ceased, and when His 
Highness asked me whether I was happy, I replied that 
T had never been happier in my life. 

He smiled and, encouraged, I said: 

“There is one thing I would ask Your Highness.” 

“Speak, Nitisha.” 

“There is a Hanoum who is imprisoned here. She 
is ill, may I crave her release. It is a small request.” 

“What is the name of the Hanoum?” 

“Pepita.” 

“Pepita!” he hissed the word, and his pale face 
flushed with obvious anger. “‘Nitisha Sultana, ask me 
not that of which you know naught.” 

I had never heard him speak so harshly, and saw 
this was a mistake on my part. 

“Gracious Lord, forgive me. I knew not and still 
know not of her. I ask but to withdraw my request.” 
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“Tt is well; now sing to me.” 

But the song was not as others. My throat ached, 
and I felt glad when the Sultan took leave of me. 

Instead of undressing as usual I paced my room. 
He would not do this small thing for me! Did he love 
me no more? Had someone whispered about me? 
Then I cried. Whether it was the reaction of these 
days of happiness, or whether it was the first feeling 
that my power was not absolute, I know not, but my 
tears flowed and my heart was full of misery—whether 
my slaves saw my distress J cared not. 

Late as it was, I sent for Lola. 

“Tell me,” I demanded, “who is Pepita Hanoum?” 

“Pepita Hanoum . . . Ah. . . she was one of 
the fairest, was Pepita. It was said she was the only 
one the noble Sultan ever loved—then jealousy, and 
from being the favourite she was thrown into prison.” 

“What had she done?” 

“Tt was said there was a plot to place one of the 
noble Sultan’s nephews—he who is in the prison— 
on the throne.” 

“She could only expect prison for being so wicked,” 
I replied with emphasis. 

“But, Your Highness, she did nothing of this. It 
was false.” 

“How could they put her in prison if she was inno- 
cent?” I persisted. 

“How, I know not, yet there she must remain until 
liberated.” 

“When will that be?” 

“When it is the will of Allah that her sufferings cease.” 
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“You mean. . .” 


“Never, on earth.” 

“Go, Lola,” I said, afraid to hear more. 

That night after my bath I dismissed my slaves. 
I must be alone to think. At no part of the day was the 
time really my own. Not like it had been in the various 
departments to which I had been attached. 

I was exhausted and yet could not sleep—my eyes 
smarted, my head and throat ached. 

What, I wondered, was the use of all the luxury 
when one knew no peace. 

Could there be peace and contentment, I wondered, 
in this palace of magnificence, where there was every- 
thing else? Could my parents—may their souls rest 
in Paradise—ever have dreamed of a place like the 
palace in which their unhappy daughter now lived. 
They had never heard of such wonders, and would 
not have believed it if they had. Yet they were happy; 
I was happy, too, then. Happy in my ignorance. Did 
wealth and plenty destroy this repose of the mind? 
Was there a deathly jealousy between peace of mind 
and worldly possessions, and did they never dwell 
amicably together? 

It had seemed so small a request I had made, and 
yet the result, how surprising. 

This must be a lesson to me. I had myself to think of. 
How little I knew of the life surging round me, of the 
misery of one who now was bereft of everything I had 
now, who had once been here in these very apartments! 

What must she feel. In the hands of those coarse, 
brutal jailers—she who was innocent! 
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I felt myself grow cold. The same might be said of 
me? The same fate mine? 

So much did I toss upon my bed that two of my 
slaves came into the room and began to massage my feet 
and hands, anxiously enquiring whether I had any pain. 

I replied that I had had an unpleasant dream, but 
for me the dream continued while I was awake, and 
next day I felt ill, one moment thinking I had been 
poisoned, another that I would not long be in these 
wonderful apartments, and feeling to the full extent 
the blight of such a disaster. Nothing at that moment 
could be so grievous a calamity as to give up the 
luxuries now so precious and necessary to my very 
existence, and every ray of hope seemed to turn black 
in my heart. My sky seemed to have fallen. 

I had believed anything I had asked would have 
been given me gladly, but I realised this would not be. 
It was a blow to my pride, and yet somehow my unex- 
perience must have been the cause. 

I determined now my place was secure as it was, 
to find out everything possible; it was evident there was 
much of the life in the palace of which J knew nothing. 

My first step was to summon my spies. All six of 
them came. I must have more. The chief spy promised 
to be responsible for them. 

“Make every effort to get all the reports you can. 
I am not satisfied with your work.” 

I could see this had the desired effect. They trembled 
and fell upon their knees. 

“Rise,” I said angrily, “and close not your ears when 
they ought to be open in the interests of your mistress.” 
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“We hear and obey,” they muttered as in one voice, 
and bowed themselves out, walking backwards from 
the room. 

My mind wandered and my thoughts strayed in 
the fearful ways of speculation. 

I knew now that on every side my position was 
attacked. Thick as might be the walls of the palace 
and guarded as I was, the attack was yet around me. 
All the worse because it was hidden, All the deadlier 
because of its subtlety. 

Could one woman, secure as I was, withstand the 
assault? Perhaps if she defended herself. How, I 
wondered, and the answer, coming I knew not from 
where—some hidden part of my mind not used before, 
perhaps—replied that the fight on my side must be 
with the same weapons as the other side used—weapon 
for weapon it must be to stave off the malefic influences. 

I sent for Lola on whom now so much seemed to 
depend. 

“Tell me everything.” 

She sat for a few moments quiet, then shaking her 
head slowly to and fro, she replied: 

“Gracious lady, it is not possible to tell all, for it is a 
great deal you demand. There are ways of combating even 
the difficulties of one so elevated as the Sultana Nitisha.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T know not whether you have as yet reached the 
stage when you will accept my advice.” 

“You know I trust your advice always.” 

“So far this humble servant has realised what advice 
will be accepted.” 
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“You mean?” 

“That those who act upon my readings have to be 
educated, even as the children at the harem school.” 

“T promise to listen.” 

“Ab, but listening is not enough—obedience is the 
only thing those between us and the world to come 
consider.” 

“You mean these beings are evil?” 

“Nothing is evil which warns one of disaster in 
time to avert that calamity. Was it evil to send warning 
the time this humble slave told Your Highness of the 
poison?” 

“No, that was not.” 

“So be it, my daughter, for every evil there is good. 
It may be we are blind, we who dwell in this temporary 
abode, and see not that which is within reach of our 
hands.” 

“TI will hear what you say.” 

“Nitisha Sultana, 1 am old, for a hundred years I 
remember everything in the palace. It is my business 
to know, and my failure if I know not.” 

“You will not consider it an impertinence if I 
remind you of the many favourites of the many Sultans 
who have lived in my time. They come and go—I 
have helped them all—have witnessed rise and fall— 
success and failure, always it has been the same. In 
the old seraglio it was worse. All were beautiful, all 
ambitious, all anxious to hold and to keep. 

“The keeping was the weapon that beat them all. 
They had nothing to combat it with—even their 
beauty.” 
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“Why do you speak like this, Lola?” 

“T will tell you and then never again refer to it, for 
it is many years ago and I have put it from me now. 
None alive now remembers it. It happened in the days 
of the mighty Sultan Mahmoud the Second. There 
was the favourite—beautiful as a dream, gifted, the 
beloved of the Sultan, but he grew tired of her, and I 
and twelve others were prepared to be inspected by 
the mighty Shade of Allah upon Earth. How we strove 
to dress and make ourselves the one to be desired! 
I was by far the most beautiful, and Mahmoud Sultan, 
Defender of the Poor, loved beauty. The others were 
jealous; one and all they hated me; I could afford to 
take no notice of them, knowing soon enough they 
would be cringing at my feet. I who would be the 
favourite! 

“The day of the inspection came. As usual we sat 
up in our beds, calling to each other. 

“*Get up!’ I cried, ‘to-day we go before the Mighty 
Sultan.’ One by one my companions sat up, each one 
stared at me and then hid her face under the bed- 
clothes. 

“What had happened? 

“Her face,’ they cried, ‘gracious Allah, see her.’ 

“J jumped from my bed and hastened to a looking- 
glass. The reflection nearly drove me mad. The horror 
of the eyes meeting mine! My face was nearly black, 
the whites of my eyes green, and my gums black. 

“Who had worked magic upon me I did not know, 
but when the shock was over and I became a solitary 
wanderer on the hills, I determined to learn from the 
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spirits all there was to know. I spoke to none, but the 
bitterness of my life never left me. 

“T tell you, Nitisha Sultana, because—laugh if you 
will—you remind me of myself; you are as innocent 
as I was, as afraid of wickedness, but your fall will 
come, unless you take my wisdom to heart and act 
upon it.” 

“My fall?” 

“T have said so, but ask no more now, rather let 
us speak of other things. Here I have a ring—take it. 
It belonged to a Russian Empress, Catharine by name, 
and is, as you see, a snake with a ruby eye. There will 
be a time soon when you will have to rid yourself of 
an enemy. Wear this ring and hold out the hand on 
which the ring is—ask the person to take the hand in 
hers, and as she does so, the ruby eye will be pressed 
and a jet of deadly poison which will leave no trace 
will be injected into the other’s hand. Death will come 
in half an hour, by which time the person will be 
returned to her own apartment.” 

“Lola! You do not mean I must do this? I will 
not. I cannot.” 

“Nitisha, gracious one, you will. There will be no 
other way. It will be you or her. . . .” 

“Go,” I cried in agony. “Gracious Allah! mercy! 
mercy!” 

I went through my apartments, suffering as from 
violent toothache, my face burned. 

What did Lola mean? ‘You or her,’ she had said. 
I came back to the room where we had sat, and was 
about to pass on to the balcony so that the fresh air 
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might revive my spirits when a shaft of light from the 
ground caused me to stoop. It was the ruby eye glis- 
tening. How hateful it looked. How repulsive. 

Yet I took it, handling it carefully and locking it 
securely in a jade box. So beautiful a shrine for so 
ugly a trinket. 

It was now time for my bath, for that night the 
Sultan would dine with me, doing away with much of 
the splendour he was accustomed to, and yet retaining 
enough to make me feel like a queen. 

With mixed feelings I bathed and dressed, taking 
more care than usual. My slaves seemed to breathe the 
same welcome sentences about my hair, my ears, my 
eyes, my feet, and from them I regained my composure. 

Lola might be wrong I comforted myself. Her past 
was so far away. She may have imagined it. It was 
a hundred years ago. I could afford to laugh, for my 
reflection was a most pleasing sight—my hair shone 
like black velvet, my clothes were in the cherry colour 
so suited to my complexion, and my jewels were pearls 
and diamonds. I noticed the pearls were less white 
than my neck—the diamonds less bright than my 
eyes. 

The meal that night was even more enjoyable than 
usual, the sultan more attentive. He complimented 
me on my hair, and clothes again and again; called me 
his nightingale, his star of delight, his rose and a 
hundred other endearments. My spirits rose and I 
did not once think of the ring with the snake and its 
ruby eye, reposing so harmlessly in the box of jade. 


CHAPTER XV 


SECRET PLOT TO DESTROY THE FAVOURITE—POISONS THAT 
KILL IN AN INSTANT—MURDER THE ONLY SOLUTION— 
THE SULTAN WHO WENT MAD IN THE ‘CAGE’—THE 
LONELY SULTAN—THE STORY OF DISEASED DOGS. 


Tuar night we two were alone at the evening meal. 
We sat under the soft pink lights, happy to be together, 
all outside troubles and jealousies and defeats forgotten. 
Dreamy music played in the garden by the slave girls 
wafted through the window. 

The mighty Emperor, the Shadow of Allah on Earth, 
the Dispenser of ten thousand favours, the mighty 
Sultan, had thrown his power aside and had become 
a charming and attentive companion. How happy we 
were, we who had everything the heart could desire; 
and after I had sung some Turkish songs I had learned, 
we walked in the garden. To me it was a magic garden, 
for in it my dreams had all come true. 

When later my slaves undressed me I laughed at 
what Lola had told me, looked condescendingly at 
the jade box in which the wicked-eyed serpent ring 
lay, and thought sympathetically of poor Lola, Had 
she really ever been what she said, I wondered, or 
was her poor brain so full of what she had witnessed 
that reliving it all so many times she had imagined 
herself to have had a part in it? 
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MY. 

My happiness anf 
for the following morning 
about two separate plots against me. 

One reported that another girl, a dancer, had just 
arrived in the harem. So beautiful was she that no 
Houri in Paradise could surpass her. She was, he 
reported, to be given to the Sultan on his birthday. 
This was an old custom of the Sultan Validé. 

The other spy, a slave girl, told of how at the baths 
she had been told by another slave how her jealous 
mistress was determined to bring about my death. She 
had had her magic woman working to perfect a poison 
which would kill if it ever touched the skin. 

Again I was in torment. I would have flung myself 
at the feet of the Sultan and begged him to protect 
me, That I determined to do, I spoke to the Sultan 
Validé, who advised me not to speak of it to the Grace 
of the Universe, who had had bad news himself that 
day, and must on no account be worried. 

“All will be as it is written, my daughter,” she said. 
“My will is my law and has been for many years, but 
now things are not as they were. The women in the 
harem have too much power. It used to be easy to 
place anyone of them where she would not trouble one, 
but now I do not trust the eunuchs. They intrigue with 
those against us, and you and I are the only two women 
who have cause to fear them.” 

“You do not mean, Your Highness, that our own 
eunuchs would betray us?” 

“Indeed they would. It matters not to them who is in 
power. They, the eunuchs, have more power than we.” 
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Nearer and nearer then, I thought, drew the invisible 
net. My thoughts flew to my magic women. If it 
were a battle of wits, I would meet them more than 
half way. 

“Tell me, Lola, how to protect myself.” 

Lola seemed to faint, she lay breathing heavily 
at my feet. I had dismissed my slaves. 


“I see blood . . . hatred . . . another will come 
to challenge your power . . . her beauty is as the 
newborn day . . . the flower in bud . . . you must 
kill her...” 


“Lola! Lola!” I cried, “what are you saying? 
For the sake of the mercy of Allah, for the sake of my 
peace of mind do not speak so. I cannot! I cannot, 
come what may.” J had gone to the window; how fair 
was the garden, how beautiful was life, and yet how 
black, how evil was the intrigue. 

Returning from the fair picture of the garden framed 
by the window, I saw Lola getting up. 

“What have you told me? Speak!” 

“That which I have said is said: I know not. Ask 
me not to repeat my words.” 

“Lola, this is different. Tell me how can I kill a 
girl I have not seen and know not?” 

“So that is it. There is someone else? Lola knows! 
Lola has seen it all a thousand times, and yet a thousand 
more, and Lola’s advice is good-——Lola who was once 
the favourite herself.” 

At the words a cold grip seized my heart. My 
knees trembled. I could not give up all I had. Never 
could I go back to the harem to hear the teasing of the 
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envious tongues, to suffer the gibes of the jealous: 
the coarse jests, the whispers and the giggles. To me 
these would be worse than death, death by inches, like 
that meted out to the wretched prisoners who fell into 
the hands of the police. The Sultan Validé had said: 
“(My will is my law,” That, too, should be my law. 
Why should not I strike back? Poor Azizi, at least her 
tortures were over. My thoughts went to the peace of 
my Georgian hills; the grazing flocks, the orchards, the 
far sweet cry of the night birds. Then Lola spoke again. 

“Nitisha Sultana, I will remove the singing girl 
for you. Sins are not to me as they are to you.” 

“No! You must not! You shall not!” 

“So be it, but I would tell you something: one 
of the girls who hoped to be favourite when the favour 
of the Sultan fell upon you, has recently purchased, 
yesterday to be correct, a vial of the aqua della Togana. 
This is deadly poison. Six drops a fatal dose. You may 
say you will not drink except that which a slave has 
already tasted, but it is not so single as that; the drops 
are administered by a ghost, a magic woman who has 
power to go through walls, and who drops the medicine 
into the mouth during sleep.” 

I pressed my hands to my ears, to shut out the 
horror of the words. ‘I cannot fight against such evil.”” 

“There are ways—means, Nitisha Sultana; ways 
and means, and I am your servant to command.” 

“Go, Lola; I cannot talk. My head aches, my 
heart is on fire.” 

“TI go, my daughter. May peace come to you, and 
if such be not the case, I am ever to be commanded.” 
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There was now no one to trust in the harem, not 
even the eunuchs. I was surrounded by everything 
of the rarest and costliest and yet eating food which 
one feared was poisoned from dishes of gold. How 
fair was the memory of our Georgian wooden platters: 
How I longed again for them, the scrubbed platters 
we used at home, for one meal prepared by our old 
cook, for even one of our thin flour-and-water cakes. 
How much more to be desired, eaten in peace and 
comfort, than those we ate from utensils of gold! 

For the next few days there was little time for thought 
about those who were threatening myself. The Sultan 
seemed troubled in his mind and even my songs failed 
to make him cheerful. My heart was heavy as I sang, 
my fingers unresponsive when playing the zither. 
Yet I put my own feelings away and tried to forget 
them until peace came to the face of the one next in 
radiance on earth after Allah. When his brow cleared, 
that was my reward, more than the words he whispered 
to me—more than anything else in the world. 

But after he left I was alone with my cares. They 
crowded upon me to suffocation. Idly I looked at 
the gold and diamond clock in the niche near the 
window. Its tick reminded me of the passing of time, 
the passing of my peace of mind. 

Could I trust the Sultan Validé? I knew I could 
not, if she considered me in the way. What other 
woman could not have sought help from her husband, 
or the one who loved her? Surely none save myself? 
T looked round my golden cage. Nothing devised by 
human hand could have been more beautiful; but I 
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was as a wild bird, caught, but never tamed—caught 
and tortured. 

My slaves reported how a nephew of the Sultan had 
gone mad in the ‘cage.’ How he had closed the door 
and with the strength of four held it against the guards. 
Eventually they had quietened him by telling him he 
was now the Sultan. The poor boy had come out to 
find not a throne but the bow-string that ended his 
miserable life. 

Every day there were such stories; one day it would 
be a slave accused, rightly or wrongly, of plotting, 
next day a dancing girl, another day a prisoner in 
the dreaded ‘cage.’ All died, or disappeared, and the 
others, we who feared for ourselves, were thankful the 
fate of these unfortunates had not been our own, and 
spoke no more of them. 

The Sultan stayed more in the palace now, and 
except for the Friday prayer, when he went to the 
mosque, was seldom seen outside. It was rumoured 
and whispered that the reason was his fear of assassina- 
tion. So many of his predecessors had met tragic 
deaths. The royal spies were in hundreds—everywhere, 
at all times. No word of gossip but was brought to 
the Sultan. It was said he slept little, and had many 
more guards placed with the order that should the 
Sultan be disturbed all would lose their heads. 

I knew he slept little, for he used to tell me how 
he watched the horizon change slowly from mother-of- 
pearls tints to silver, then to rose, and how the minarets, 
and the trees, and the golden domes appeared as a 
perfect background. At these times while the Sultan 
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spoke of the beauty of Constantinople, I used to think 
he might have been an artist or a poet, so greatly did 
he love beauty. It was as necessary for him to be sur- 
rounded by lovely things as it was for him to breathe. 

My heart ached for him in his loneliness, for he had 
no equal, none to whom he could confide; we were 
alike in that respect, and yet perhaps I had more relief 
speaking to my slaves and fortune-tellers. How we 
might have opened our hearts to each other and exper- 
fenced the relief a shared secret gives, but he was as 
remote in his splendour as the sun as it arose in the 
East. 

Great precautions were now taken when my caique 
sailed down the Bosphorus; small boats surrounded 
us, yet in spite of the extra care, the music and singing 
and the luxury of the caique, I always experienced the 
same feeling I had had on the night Azizi disappeared 
overboard. I used to try to forget the place, concen- 
trating on the songs, but instinctively I found myself 
half rising, or repressing a cry when the caique passed 
over the spot. 

It was the day of the Sultan’s birthday. The guns 
woke me in the morning. Their booming seemed to 
fill the palace. My slaves had already prepared my 
baths, and from them for two somewhat exhausting 
hours my massage and dressing continued. 

My thoughts were a jumble of my many troubles, 
and my mind was far away. The voices of my dressers 
came as from a distance. 

During the night I had not slept and felt unable to 
prepare with any joy for the celebrations. 
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Lola came after I was dressed and told me the new 
slave girl would dance that night before the Sultan at 
the birthday celebrations. 

“There must be no flower fairer than the one who 
would be first,” she chanted. 

“None save the one who would hold the power. 
Lola knows these things.” 

The news could scarcely add more to my misery, 
For a year now I had been first in the favour of the 
Sultan, for a year I had experienced all the grandeur 
with which one so placed is surrounded; and if there 
had been thoughtlessness and callousness towards 
others, they had forced me to it. 

““There are means, as this slave said but yesterday. 
for it is but natural that the flower who has the fairest 
bloom be the most carefully guarded.” 

“What do you mean, Lola? Am I old or ugly that 
you speak thus?” 

“Neither, sweet Sultana, but the harem is a market 
where only beauty is dealt in, where the line of one 
woman’s eye can surpass that of another, for beauty 
may not be the same to all, And yet this slave girl 
has a rare beauty—her hair is gold and her eyes the 
blue of those sapphires you wear. She requires 
no cosmetics: she uses none. Her beauty is on the 
surface, and she will bring disaster, for her heart is 
cruel.” 

My own heart beat to suffocation. How could I 
give all this up to another? Never! Never! Thus I 
cried out in my agony of mind. 

Lola replied: 
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“There is no need for you to give up what you have. 
You will keep it if...” 

“Speak, for the love of Allah!” 

For the long half-minute before she spoke I visualised 
myself as abandoned and forgotten, perhaps killed, or, 
even worse, imprisoned, for to have been a favourite 
once is like having been a king—the heart remembers 
and desires, and desire grows, and makes one bold 
when such bravery becomes one no longer. 

My eyes were riveted upon the figure on the floor 
in front of me. 

“Lola will help—but give the word and the new 
flower so recently transplanted in the garden of a 
thousand blossoms will fade.” 

“Fade?” I stuttered. 

“Tt is known, respected lady, that flowers wither, 
and there is but one step from withering to dying. 
Lola has seen many wither, and knows there is no 
re-blooming.” 

“T cannot cause her death. There must be another 
way.” 

“T shall return after the afternoon prayer—your 
orders will be my commands.” And so saying the old 
woman, who had lived to remember what had happened 
a hundred years ago, glided silently away. 

Left alone to my own thoughts, I tasted and re-tasted 
the bitterness of what the future might be. At first 
I strove to quieten my fears and face it, but the one 
who tempts us when we can bear it least, persisted with 
a small insistent voice: “‘Can you give it all up—the 
clothes, the jewels, these rooms? Look at them! Are 
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they not what suits you best? Would you die as the 
others have done? Would you be happy as less than 
the favourite?” 

Added to this torture my spies reported how all 
the harem women now spoke of nothing save the 
beauty of the new slave. It was nothing but Zuleika 
‘was this, and that. It maddened me, drove me to 
frenzy, so that by the time Lola came after the midday 
prayer my mind was made up as though it had been 
of marble. 

“Do what you will with this girl—get rid of her 
where I shall never see or hear of her again. It will 
drive me mad! I cannot give this up! I will not, so 
long as I may hold it! Go!” But the old woman had 
already gone—perhaps thinking I might change my 
mind. I would not. The voice within me kept on: 

“Tt is you or she . . . it is you or she. . . .” 

I spent the rest of the day in the torture chamber 
of my fear! No life prisoner in the ‘cage’ ever suffered 
more. The hours dragged me over the rack, until a 
spy brought a message to say the new slave had gone 
mad and killed herself. 

The relief of those words! One moment I felt the 
full horror—the nightmare which would haunt me 
all the days of my life, and then an almost cheerful 
assurance that I had no more to fear from Zuleika. 

That night after the banquet, when the dancing girls 
came, no one missed the slave girl who ought to have 
danced but was dead; no one save myself, in whose 
breast the voice which had urged me in the morning 
now taunted me. 
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“What have you done?” it questioned. “You have 
killed her—you who know so well the agony of death. 
Did you not see Azizi die? Poor Azizi!” Still I had 
to smile, to force my face to simulate what my feelings 
could not register. 

“Why did you do it?” persisted the voice of the 
hypnotizer, and just then sherbet was brought by the 
slaves for our refreshment. My royal companion did 
not have any, but encouraged me to pass the time more 
pleasantly by having some, and a few of the sweetmeats, 
I had no appetite, and had to force myself to eat, and 
when I raised my cup to my lips it all but dropped from 
my nerveless fingers, for my mind in its overwrought 
state saw a pair of blue eyes and a mass of golden hair 
reflected in the liquid. 

After the dancing girls had gone and I was again 
in my apartments my fears were somewhat allayed. 
The terrible moment had passed. I was as secure as 
ever. No lover could be more solicitous than he who 
had shown me so many favours, and placed me in this 
luxury. This—I quietened the voice by saying—would 
be the last time I would allow such a thing to happen. 

If only I had had one friend to speak to! I remember 
a Turkish girl telling me once soon after I came to the 
palace, that the Turks considered complete silence to 
be the highest form of sympathy—the opposite to our 
ideas at home. 

The following day several ladies from the foreign 
embassies came to visit the Sultanas. 

The harem women were very excited because these 
women were allowed to go about feeling no shame 
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before men with uncovered faces. They were even 
allowed to be out after sunset, and, what was the final 
wonder, it was said they danced with men not their 
husbands. 

The slaves told me all the gossip, and although 
the wives of the foreign ambassadors had visited the 
palace before, the interest in these visitors never 
flagged. 

I watched their arrival. They wore strange hats 
upon their heads, and no jewels. Their clothes were 
like those many of the harem women had taken to 
wearing, clothes from France—of material that was 
not beautiful or costly, and their shoes had very high 
heels, but they managed to walk quite gracefully on 
them. 

There were a great many enquiries to be gone 
through before these visitors came—as the name of 
every visitor, and as many particulars as were known 
about them, had to go before the Sultan. 

One reason for this was that none might spy upon 
the interests of the Lord who recognised only the might 
of Allah. The other was that the influence of the West 
was beginning to creep into the harem. 

‘The harem children had French nurses and gover- 
nesses, and some of the harem ladies had French com- 
panions. From these they learned of the Western 
freedom, and even read French novels, which told of 
exciting tales, love tales. Women who had never known 
freedom and shared one man with many others read 
these greedily. Two important Hanoums had escaped, 
run away, from a Turkish palace, and had actually 
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thrown aside the veil and were living as Western 
women. 

In the harem these adventures were spoken of in 
whispers, but whispers which might become shouts, 
and what then? 

More and more spies then were placed everywhere, 
and many of the European governesses were sent away, 
but the germ had been planted—the small seed which 
threatened to become one day a tree, too strong for 
man to pull down. 

Now it seemed fashionable in the harem for the 
women to meet and hold tea-parties like the Western 
women, and to gossip about the freedom these other 
women enjoyed, how they had a husband each, could 
go out when they chose, were unaccompanied by any 
eunuch, and were so much happier than we. Can it 
be wondered that the hothouse plants inside the barred 
and latticed windows of the harem sought to reach out 
to the sunshine? 

More and more did the unrest grow, yet so complete 
was the vigilance of the spies of the Sultan that the 
tea-parties were stopped and visits to each other were 
paid in secret. 

Even the man who brought the Karakheuz show— 
composed of little animated dolls who performed a 
play—was stopped, lest any messages be carried by 
him to or from the palace; and the old Hojas—priests— 
turning slowly through their fingers the ninety-nine 
sandalwood beads repeating over each the number of 
Allah’s attributes—spoke to us more strictly than 
ever of duty—how God was One, and Mahommed, 
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on whose name be peace, his prophet—ending piously 
and in a voice which showed we needed the words, 
“May Allah protect thee.” 

For the next few days I did not see my Lord. It 
had never happened before, for each night after the 
trials of the day were over I had been accustomed to 
sing and play in the quiet of the garden, where the 
scent of the jessamine hung heavily over and about 
us like a benediction, enveloping us and our happiness. 

Always our talk was of pleasantries, trifles. I wanted 
to talk, as any other woman would, of my home, my 
fears, my desires, but these I had learned in the hard 
school of the harem were topics which were tiresome 
and ever to be most carefully avoided. I used to speak 
of trifles, or sit quietly, as we often did, saying nothing, 
remembering the hints I had had of how the Turkish 
women sat for hours while at each other’s houses 
saying nothing, yet happy in each other’s company. 

Then back in my own gorgeous apartments I cried 
to myself in the bitterness of my heart. I wanted to be 
loved. Here there was no affection; sensual love was 
all that mattered. No wonder these women, imprisoned, 
veiled as they had been for centuries, hammered 
against the walls of their fortress prison. 

Only that morning an incident occurred which had 
illustrated the difference between the minds of the 
Turks and myself. 

It had been reported to the Grand Vizier that the 
street dogs had accumulated to an alarming number; 
as disease was prevalent among them it became neces- 
sary for steps to be taken to deal with this danger. 
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‘There had been a meeting in the Hall of Audience, 
the Grand Vizier, the Chief of the Police, the Chief 
White Eunuch, and the heads of the various depart- 
ments. 

The Turks are kind to all animals and under no 
circumstances are any destroyed. 

The debate as to what was to be done with the 
overplus of dogs lasted many hours until the Grand 
Vizier gave the following order:— 

“Three hundred of the dogs upon whose bodies 
disease thrives, are to be removed by boats to a distant 
island in the Bosphorus—with food to last them for 
two days.” 

By the afternoon the dogs were collected and placed 
in the boats. 

The Hoja, the priest who accompanied them, wit- 
nessed the landing, had the food placed for them, said 
a prayer in which he commended them to the mercy 
of Allah, and with a parting ‘“Allahu akbar”—-God is 
great—left them to their fate, calling to them as the 
boats put away to spend the rest of the time before 
starvation purified them, by refraining from unseemly 
fights and greed of possessing the ration of another. 

To my mind a quick death would have been mercy. 


CHAPTER XVI 


LEFT ALONE—THE SULTAN FORGETS—NADA, THE SLAVE 

GIRL--DAYS OF MISERY—DEATH TO NADA—THE SULTAN 

RETURNS—THE WHITE VIPER’S TONGUE—THE SIX SPINSTER- 
DAUGHTERS OF THE PASHA 


Tuat night I waited many hours for the summons to 
present myself to the Sultan. Every time a messenger 
came my heart beat more quickly, but disappointment 
followed disappointment, until midnight struck and 
the voice of the night-watchman sounded clear in the 
stillness of the night. 

What had happened? For four days now I had been 
left alone, I whom my royal master had called his 
*Rose Petal,’ his ‘Moonbeam,’ his ‘Pearl.’ What had 
I done? 

I rose from my couch where I had thrown my- 
self in misery. ‘Leave me,” 1 had shouted to my 
slaves. “Go, I want you not,” and I walked up and 
down. 

Had the days been more than usually trying for him? 
Was he ill? 

I called to my slaves, and with wide eyes they ner- 
vously approached me. 

“Call the Chief Eunuch.” 

Selim came in answer. 

“Ts the Padshah ill?” 
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“The Padshah is well, but this day he had many 
audiences.” 

“Go,” I whispered. To-day! and he forgets me! 
The words of Lola came back to me: 

“There have been many such. . . . The eyes of 
all have sparkled—the lips of all have invited. . . . 
Lola knows!” 

Had he heard about the slave girl, and had an order 
for my removal been given already to the torturers? 
Or had the Imperial spies reported about the slave 
who had tried to poison me? My hands became damp 
with perspiration, and for hours I walked up and 
down my apartment, like an animal in a cage. 

My slaves, disregarding my order for them to leave, 
begged me to lie down even if I did not undress; 
with tears in their faithful eyes they refused to leave 
me to myself, and at length, worn out with doubt, 
uncertainty and suspense, I fell on the floor sobbing 
hysterically. 

When I awoke I ached from head to foot. Had I 
been poisoned? Unknown scents seemed to fill my 
sleeping apartment, and my slaves who were sitting 
by my bedside rose and applied a fresh compress to 
my head. What is it? A dream? No, no dream; I 
remembered too well the agony of suspense of the 
previous night—-the mental suffering, the nightmare of 
those night hours! And now the gnawing ache at my 
heart, the torment of my mind. 

“Bring Lola to me,” I said. 

“We hear and obey, honoured mistress.” 

Lola came; her greeting was as usual. 
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“Yassu, Keramou! Health to you, my lady.” 

“Wish me death rather, Lola.” 

“Death! My mistress of ten thousand charms, and 
you so young—so beautiful—so desirable.” 

“Am I beautiful, Lola?” 

“As beautiful as the crescent of the moon hanging 
over the Golden Horn—as fair as the bloom on the 
peach—as . . .” 

“Hush—I command you.” 

“To-day, my lady, the tramontana blows—the flowers 
become sad and faded, and the grass so green droops, 
even as the spirit of my flower withers at the feeling 
of the cold blast.” 

“No, Lola, it is not that. I care not for the winds 
blowing across the Bosphorus—for the fading flowers. 
I care not. . .” 

“T know, my lambkin—Lola knows all, for she can 
read the secrets of the Universe. Has not she made 
life sweet again, once before?” 

“Yes . . . I know.” 

“Has not your slave the same power she had?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What would you ask me, heart of a rose?” 

“You know what is in my mind. Who is she that 
now takes my place?” 

“Tt is but a whim of His Imperial Majesty, fair one.” 

“What whim?” 

“There is a slave girl, a Bedouin maid, Nada, who 
has been a time in the haremlik, she is fair to the eyes, 
her step is that of the gazelle—these things are given 
by Allah as weapons.” 
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“Allah is not the God of War.” 

“What, my daughter, is the harem but a field of 
battle? You have your weapons, the same—it is not 
the weapon but the manner in which you use it.” 

“Tell me all,” I pleaded, like a child who knew a 
grownup had taken its favourite toy. 

“My child, these are days of trouble for His Imperial 
Majesty. Allah has seen fit to chastise him by causing 
trouble within the palace and without. There is unrest. 
There are those who think only of themselves: those 
who would rule Turkey and depose the mighty Sultan: 
those who would kill—kill, kill!” 

“Yes?” 

“Knowing this, knowing how Aga is against Pasha, 
Bey against Effendi and all”—her voice dropped scarcely 
to a whisper—“against the Shadow of Allah upon 
earth, only to-day the hand of Kismet struck for Noury 
Pasha, brother-in-law of the Sultan. Knowing the 
weight of trouble upon the head of his brother-in-law, 
he begged an audience. This was granted and Noury 
Pasha threw himself down at the Imperial feet and 
offered his help in any way he could. ‘Nothing I will 
not do for Your Majesty, but give your servant a 
chance! The only other wish I have is to die for you.’ 

“*Rise, Noury Pasha, I hear and note your desires. 
Leave me now.’ 

“The next visitor to the Hall of Audience was the 
Chief of the Prisons, who stood in obedience awaiting 
the royal command. 

“*Noury Pasha has spoken of his desire to die for 
my royal sake. Can you assist him in any way?’ 
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““T hear your royal command, Majesty,’ and as the 
Head of the Prisons retreated through the curtain, the 
Sultan lighted another cigarette, smiling quietly to 
himself. 

“To-night the harem of Noury Pasha, unaware of 
the circumstances, will await the pleasure of the lord 
they will never welcome again. Allah Kerim! Allah’s 
will be done.” 

I listened to the story of devotion on one side and 
its reward on the other. How many times had not the 
same loyalty had a similar reckoning? 

“This does not lessen my anguish.” 

“Tt may be a lessener of that very thing of which 
you have spoken, my mistress.” 

“How?” 

“There are ways—all known to Lola—all old and 
tried.” 

“You mean. . .?” 

“T mean that the bird which nibbles the blossoms 
of the Sultan’s cherry tree must be put out of the 
imperial garden,” 

“How?” 

“That it may not fly back again.” 

“T have vowed never again to do that which has been 
done.” 

“Then the bird will continue to peck and peck.” 

Words would not come to my tongue. I threw myself 
back on to the satin cushions, my head struck against 
the golden gem-set bed, but I felt it not. I was torn 
between two desires: to keep my lord, and to do 
right. 
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“TI have spoken of a battlefield, heart of gold. You 
are as one sorely beset by the enemy. Do you intend 
to allow yourself to be trampled underfoot, to be a 
prisoner in the hands of the merciless, to be scorned 
and jeered at and degraded?” 

“Stop! Stop, for the love of Allah!” 

“T only made plain to you things I alone know.” 

“T cannot give these things up. They are my life. 
My breath.” 

“Tknow...I1.. . know.” 

Sobs shook me, while Lola sat quietly rocking her- 
self backwards and forwards, murmuring softly and 
crooning as she would to a weeping infant. 

A quiet peace stole over me, my sobbing ceased. 
My shaking limbs obeyed my command. I felt as one 
who has taken a soothing drug. 

Lola stopped her crooning and looked at me. “That 
is better,” she said. “Now listen. You will suffer 
for only a short time. The bird will be on the wing, 
and you will again sit in your own place.” 

“You will not kill any in my name?” 

“Not if it be your wish otherwise. I will cause 
the plumage of the song-bird to become dim.” 

“You cannot make one ugly?” 

“O thou of the gazelle eyes! How many has Lola 
not made to become undesirable in the sight of men!” 
and here the fortune-teller laughed as she recollected 
the number. “There was Zelma—many, many years 
ago. She was a little peacock was Zelma, but she was 
a rose among women. How they hated her! They 
would have torn out her eyes and laughed. There 
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was but one of them I liked—she had a heart of gold 
like the Imperial throne—and for her I made Zelma 
ugly—tike a witch. Her eyes became blind, her lips 
and skin yellow, and one day they found her dead 
dead of fright. They did not know, any of them, 
that Lola had done it!” 

“Fear grips me—I am desperate.” 

“T hear and obey, rosebud.” 

How that day and the next passed! The agony and 
suspense, the perplexity, the bewilderment of my 
thoughts! How can one explain them?” 

I feared to go to sleep lest there were those who 
waited for my unconsciousness to take me away, and 
when from exhaustion I did fall asleep, my fear on 
awakening was such that before opening my eyes I 
called loudly for my slaves: 

“ Ayouba, Leila, Zenab, where are you? Where am I?” 

They ran to me, “Beloved mistress, we are here to 
obey. You are in your own golden bed.” 

“Thanks be to Allah! Allah akbar! God is great.” 

That day I dressed carefully, and to take my mind 
from other things on which I dared not dwell, occupied 
myself with my Greek and French lessons, and had 
just found I could now read the Greek poetry, although 
slowly, when my slave came hurriedly to say: 

“Th tchelebi—the Shadow of Allah on Earth 
approaches. . . .” 

My Greek book fell to the floor, my footstool was 
overturned as I rose hastily, breathlessly, my eyes fixed 
upon the diamond and sapphire velvet-curtained door- 
way. 
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He came quietly; I dropped to my knees, and when 
he came near enough kissed the hem of his black 
coat. 

“My master!” I murmured almost overcome by my 
feelings. 

He placed his hands upon my head and called me 
the old names, with all the appearance of genuine 
gladness to see me again. 

“T have had much work to attend to, my blossom, 
but it is now forgotten in the sight of your beauty.” 

The rush of gladness seemed to make a lump in 
my throat. 

“The days have been as those that precede death, 
my noble lord,” I managed to say. 

“Now sing to me, Nitisha, the love-songs of your 
country. For the Georgian people have the souls of 
poets and my little flower is a poetess.” 

So with the strings of my heart for my zither I sang 
until the face of the Imperial Lord became soft and 
happy and his eyes shone. 

“That is a new song, Nitisha?” 

“Yes, sire, I have practised it while you were 
engaged in the business of the State,” and 1 dropped 
my eyes until my long eyelashes curled low upon my 
cheeks, 

“Dear Nitisha, you alone know the secret of 
happiness.” 

“My secret, if there is one, and there must be, for 
my Lord has said so,” I replied, “‘I give to him who 
has given me so much.” 

“T shall keep my songbird and call her my bird 
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of happiness. That is a new name, and now we shall 
have our meal, and after it you will play to me—I am 
happy only with you.” 

‘Tears came near to my eyes, they were already in 
my heart; but none must weep before the Sultan. 

The next day Lola came. 

“Peace be upon you, fair lady.” 

“And upon you be peace.” 

“Did Lola speak truly?” 

“Truly as ever. What did you do?” 

“T had the strange bird put from the garden. Ask 
me no more unless the results are awry in any 
way.” 

I held my peace and the old woman closed her 
eyes and nodded her head as one does to another instead 
of saying ‘yes’ or ‘I know.’ 

Yet although I had regained my old position, the 
intrigue against me was greater than ever. 

Again the harem women banded together against 
me—the common enemy. 

Reports came from my spies, my slaves, and the 
magic women as to how one of the Sultanas had made 
a clay image of me and stuck it full of pins; how another 
wore a white viper’s tongue round her neck that she 
might replace me after the tongue had darted and 
bitten me; how another had tied a rag on the tree 
near a saint’s tomb and prayed that he might intercede 
between her and Allah and so dethrone me; how 
another had offered a thousand diamonds to one who 
gave but three hairs from my head with which her 
magic woman could enconfpass my downfall. 
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These reports only caused me amusement, for so 
Jong as they continued I knew I came first. These 
jealous women, whose feelings I as a woman could 
so weil understand, hated me, while as the favourite 
of the Radiance of the Face of Allah I was secure. 

I used to Jook through the windows on to the rainbow 
beauty of Constantinople. How, once knowing it, could 
I give it up? How, I asked myself, could I shed all 
that was lavished upon me, as a snake slips out of its 
own skin? 

No! Ten thousand times no! And then the picture 
faded and I saw the green hills of Georgia—the orchards 
with their golden fruit, the calm beauty of reality, and 
I shuddered suddenly. How far had J travelled from 
what I had been—from the Georgian girl, daughter 
of a chieftain, to the harem beauty who ate from plates 
of gold and slept in a gold and jewelled bed; there 
could never had been such a life at home, never have 
been such luxury, and never such hate, nor such as 
poor Azizi—as poor Zuleika. I shuddered and turned 
away from the window and the retrospection. 

I would give many thousands of Medjidies to charity. 
That would calm a conscience which spoke, and speak- 
ing caused uneasiness. Allah Kerin! God is great. 

That night as I sat at the feet of His Imperial 
Majesty, both of us quiet in our happiness, he suddenly 
spoke: 

“Moon face! You will not wear the dress of 
the infidel women—the French, the English, the 
Europeans?” 

“Not unless it is my Lord’s wish,” I replied. 
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“Tt will never be my wish, Nitisha. Our women 
look like peacocks in the plumage of ravens in Western 
clothes. Their own graceful garments become them, 
and I like not the bold dresses of the European women 
—even although I have travelled in France. Why will 
our women try to become as others? Does a garment 
alter the woman? What do they want? What have 
they not got?” 

I was silent for just a second, my old self and my 
outspoken Georgian temperament returned and I 
wanted to answer: 

“Master, they are slaves. They are not loved, and 
a woman of all creatures must be loved and know it 
will last,” but instead, I replied: 

“What Your Majesty says is indeed true—a garment 
does not alter the heart.” That I could say without 
fear, for did I not know? 

Then one of the Imperial story-tellers presented 
himself to the Sultan. 

“Proceed, Anif—tell me something at which I shall 
laugh.” 

“T hear and obey, Master of the Universe.” And 
returning to a respectful distance, the story-teller cast 
his eyes to the ground and spoke, and although he 
added many embellishments to the tale, this is a 
shortened version: 

“Many years ago the Sultan Sulieman had a Grand 
Vizier, Akhmet; a clever and worthy man this Vizier, 
and greatly attached to his master, whose favourite 
he was, yet the Sultan liked a little joke, and the Grand 
Vizier was often the butt of the joke. 
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“The Sultan made up his mind to present a wife 
to the Vizier who up to that time had none, and who 
was very nervous of women. The Sultan intended to 
give the Vizier one of his sisters as an extra mark of 
his affection. The marriage was duly celebrated, and 
when after the marriage Akhmet unveiled his wife, he 
was disappointed to see she was very plain and not 
young, while his dream had always been of a young 
and beautiful wife. As time went on the wife Ahmedi 
began to show intense jealousy of the slave girls, and 
Akhmet began to desire the company of a wife who 
amused and comforted him as a wife ought, so he 
began to think of the other three wives allowed him 
by his religion. 

“One he determined to have at least. Now the Sultan 
had many spies, and they told the Sultan of the desire 
of his Vizier. Again the Sultan complied, for that 
day a Pasha who had six unmarried daughters was 
visiting him, and the Sultan felt by asking for 
one of them he was obliging both Pasha and 
Vizier. 

“Accordingly the invitation was extended and the 
Pasha went home and told his wife about the honour 
conferred upon them. 

“To almost any family with six spinster daughters 
this would have been like a dream coming true, but 
not so the family of the Pasha, for all the daughters 
were ugly, Allah having seen fit to visit not only 
daughters but ugly ones upon him. Now he raised 
hands and called upon Allah to help him out of the 
difficulty, for the Sultan would certainly expect the 
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most beautiful girl of the family to be sent, and all 
were uniformly ugly. 

“The girls were paraded out, but neither the Pasha 
nor his Hanoum could decide which one could be 
presented. The girls cried a great deal, some softly, 
others noisily, until their brother came in. 

“Now the brother was tall and slim and handsome, 
with fair hair and blue eyes, and the girls cried: 

“Why have we not been like our brother? Why is 
Khalid the handsome one?’ and Khalid said, ‘Dress 
me up as a girl and send me to the Grand Vizier.’” 

“The girls dried their tears and laughed, and for 
the next half-hour they were dressing their brother 
in girl’s clothes. By the time the curly wig was on 
his head he was not only like a girl, but was a very 
beautiful one. 

“Next day the Pasha and the ‘girl,’ heavily veiled, 
arrived at the palace. She was presented to the Grand 
Vizier who was delighted with her beauty, learned 
that her name was Khalide, and saw his dream come 
true. 

“The ‘girl,’ however, made one stipulation. She 
told the Vizier he would have to wrestle with her before 
she actually became a member of the harem. In the 
wrestling match the Vizier was thrown twice, and to 
add to his uneasiness a part of the ‘girl’s’ garment 
had fallen and showed a hairy chest. 

“Are all the women of your family so strong?’ asked 
the Vizier. 

“*Strong?’ replied Khalide, ‘I am the weakest one, 
my six sisters are much stronger.’ 
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“The Vizier was disturbed. He pictured a future 
when his sisters-in-law would visit his home, and he 
feared still more what he might be obliged to tolerate, 
and he feared the future even more than the past, or 
even the present. 

“That night the Vizier’s wife, who had seen the 
newcomer and herself taking a back seat, determined 
to get rid of the girl, and waiting until she thought 
the other was asleep, she gave orders to a eunuch to 
strangle her and throw her into the Bosphorus, which 
in the old seraglio comes right up to the palace walls. 

“The young man, however, determined to escape. 
His father had kept his promise and therefore would 
not fall into disgrace with the great Sultan, so he kept 
awake and heard stealthy footsteps approaching his 
bed. Through half-closed eyes he saw the figure 
approach, and felt a string put round his neck. At 
once he brought his wrestling power to bear, and 
threw the eunuch, who fell heavily to the floor. 

“Khalide then got into the eunuch’s clothes and 
disappeared.” 

The story ended and the Sultan laughed and praised 
the story-teller, giving him several gold coins. 


CHAPTER XVII 


THE SULTAN RESOLVES—THE WICKED SISTER—THE ARMY 

OF LIBERTY-—-THE SULTAN’S TERROR—PALACE SURROUNDED 

—“THE SULTAN IS GONE”—HEART-BROKEN-—RETURN 

HOME, BUT BACK TO WITHIN SIGHT OF OLD GLORY, AND 
THE END 


AFTER this we wandered in the garden, but not for long, 
for I sensed that now the Sultan was afraid to be out- 
side the safety of his own apartments. At each visit 
he seemed to me more worried, and asked me many 
questions about anything I might have heard; then 
he would ask me to tell him again and then would order 
me not to leave the palace, to send messages to anyone 
or to eat any food not prepared by my own cooks. I 
was strictly forbidden to receive any gifts which the 
European ladies might bring. 

My spies told me of great unrest in Constantinople, 
and how a nephew imprisoned in the Kafees who had 
lost his reason had a great many supporters who were 
expected any time to force an entry—it was suspected 
the janissaries were on their side—take out the nephew, 
murder the Sultan, and place the nephew on the 
throne. 

I noticed now how the Sultan always carried two 
revolvers with him. Before this I had seen many every- 
where, but did not know he carried any. 
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Now whenever he sat down the revolvers—beauti- 
fully embossed and pearl-handled—were placed beside 
him. It used to frighten me because the Sultan told 
me they were loaded, but I became used to them. 

One night we walked in the garden—suddenly 
saw the figure of a man. On seeing us he ran. The 
Sultan fired and the man fell, The next day we were 
told the man killed was a gardener who had been 
planning the decorations for the new flower-pots. 

From that time onward a number of green celadon 
plates were supplied for my use, for His Imperial 
Majesty told me he used the same because they became 
blue at once if poison was present. Luckily I did not 
have any proof as to the truth of this. 

Every day now my spies reported how this suspect 
and that had been imprisoned or tortured. Each day 
the number grew and the harem women were not 
slow to take this side or that, and many intrigues began, 
not only against other women, but in favour of prisoners 
or those the women thought ought to be in power, 
and the unrest grew and grew until the Sultan became 
nervous of his most trusted servants. 

His sister, the Mediha Sultana, started a propa- 
ganda for the rights of women, and it was whispered 
there was a plot on the part of the Sultan to get rid 
of her. She on her part heard of this and started 
another plot to bring about the dethronement of the 
Sultan, actually identifying herself with the Young 
Turks party, and later in the greatest difficulties which 
surrounded the Sultan, she invariably sided against him. 
Plots were hatched to dethrone the Sultan. His successor 
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was named Mohammed Reshad, although there were 
Many parties each with their candidate for the throne. 

The present Sultan had ruled for thirty odd years, 
and sometimes I wondered how this seemingly frail 
man had kept his sanity through a lifetime of intrigue, 
going in daily and hourly fear of his lonely life, which 
none could share and few, except for personal gain, 
ever tried to make happier. 

I believe His Imperial Majesty spoke more freely 
to me than to any other of the harem women. Many 
a time after my singing and playing were over, and 
we sat together looking over the garden, I at his feet, 
he would speak, more to himself perhaps than to me. 
He was a lonely man who could trust the friendship 
of none—one who longed for a kindred spirit as only 
those can who are solitary in crowds. 

He was fond of change, something novel and exciting. 
It was this I feared most, and every day my clothes 
were different—my jewels and my cosmetics. It was 
like a struggle, like the pleasing of a difficult customer, 
such as many a small trader anxious to dispose of 
his wares must experience. 

It was a struggle for both of us. To me it was my 
life, difficult, it is true, but better to strive with all 
my strength to retain my position, for any lesser one 
seemed impossible to me now. 

I had tasted of power and all that an extravagant 
life can mean. 

How could I go back to the past and forgo the scented 
baths in which perfumes cost sometimes many gold 
coins for one bath alone? Each night as I undressed 
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before my gold and diamond-set pier glass, and placed 
my feet on 2 footstool set with four thousand gems to 
have my shoes removed, I wondered more and more as I 
imagined this luxury might any day fade from me as one 
of the fair roses in the Imperial garden might fade, and 
the next day become as nothing. 1 was now a hothouse 
flower and a breath of outside air would wither me. 

Little by little but surely the old life had slipped 
away and the new had grown upon me, and yet in the 
midst of whatever difficulty I happened to be the peace 
of my old home rose before me. There, I felt instinc- 
tively was the real peace and contentment a tired heart 
craved—and my heart was tired, but none of the 
grandeur in this artificial life pleased the senses or 
gratified the mind. 

My fortune-tellers, four in number now, practically 
ruled my life. My clothes and my appearance occupied 
my whole time. 

After my spies reported to me in the morning, the 
fortune-tellers came and read portents for the day. 

The fight for power, the exertion to hold my position, 
which I knew might be taken by any slave with the 
brightest pair of eyes, drove me on and on. There 
was less and less time now to sentimentalise over mercy 
or pity, or compassion. These three could have no 
part in my life, and although many a time I came near 
to breaking point I was like the moon and must ever 
shine because it was expected of me. 

Lola always told me, in the poetic language of 
Turkey, how the breakers of hate surged against me, 
threatening each time to engulf me, and I am confident 
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that had it not been for her advice and assistance, I 
should not have done many things for which may 
Allah forgive me when the day comes when all shall 
stand before him, bereft of all things worldly—or as 
some believe the interrogation will begin as soon as 
the dead person is buried, when two angel questioners 
enter the grave and ask the dead about their faith. 

If the person has been a devout Muslim he will 
reply ‘““My God is Allah: my prophet Mahommed: 
my religion Islam, and my Kibla, the Holy Kaba at 
Mecca.” If, however, he has not been a good Muslim, 
he will have forgotten the formula. 

The fortune-tellers held a peculiar power over me; 
it cost me not a thought to have a beautiful slave 
removed as they thought fit, from my path. 

Sometimes after they had gone, I felt their influence 
lift from me as a veil from my head, and I experienced 
much anxiety at recollection of my orders. Then more 
spies came and told me of yet more intrigues, and what 
they acquainted me with caused me to forget, or even 
if I remembered, to be glad that those who had plotted 
against me would be beyond the reach of more intrigue. 

Many were the times when Lola forced me to join 
in some ritual, These experiments took place in the 
hours between midnight and 2 a.m. but sometimes 
midnight was the auspicious hour. 

There was something terrifying in this hour, for our 
Georgian belief is that at this hour the evil ones own 
the earth, and each person caught by these fiends after 
twelve midnight is claimed by these on the day of death. 

Then rumours grew and grew. Our spies brought 
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tales of unrest, murder, and outrage. More and more 
nervous the Sultan became. His whole day was taken 
up with audiences—interviews which ended in imprison- 
ment, and death by no means quick, for those against 
whom a bad report was given. 

After these audiences it was said the Sultan dragged 
himself wearily to the harem, too exhausted and listless 
even to play with his little son Abdurrahman. 

People, it was said, were afraid to leave their houses, 
lest upon the slightest pretext they fell victims to either 
the bowstring or the torturers. 

I began to hear whispered reports about the tyranny 
of the Sultan. Not alone was he in that. For there 
was the tyranny of the Grand Vizier; the Sultan Validé; 
the police; the harem women; and every servant in the 
palace, high or low, was a tyrant to someone. There 
were whispers, too, of an Army of Liberty, strong and 
determined, and it was said the Sultan tried with 
honeyed words to pacify this marauding tiger. Much 
gold, too, the report ran, was given by the Imperial 
spies to the heads of the army. 

Every hour of the day now the Council sat in the 
Hall of Audience, and I awaited the Sultan in vain. 
Many spies came by the ancient underground passage 
and reported to His Imperial Majesty, and for once we 
women, we butterflies of the harem garden, could not 
use our blandishments to avert one stroke of this mis- 
fortune. 

Every man was pressed into the army of defence. 
Our guards were trebled. Every room was guarded. 
There were no lights to be seen anywhere round. The 
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twinkling I had loved so had gone out like a life. There 
were rumours of an army marching on the palace. 

Then one night the Sultan came hurriedly to visit me. 
So great was the change in him I gasped at the sight. 
His face was white—great dark half circles under his 
eyes. His hands trembled as they placed the two revolvers 
on the table. Furtively he looked towards the door, 
the windows. He was as one suffering from an ague. 

Quietly, without speaking, he sat down. In a moment 
I knelt at his feet. 

“My Master, shall I sing?” 

“No, Nitisha, some other time,” and after a few 
minutes he placed his hands on my head and left the 
apartment. 

After he had gone I sobbed. Was I helpless to do 
anything for this my Lord? Were all these jewels—this 
gold, this wealth—useless to one in the straits His 
Majesty was? And I knew the answer was yes. I could 
do nothing, because the result lay outside my power. 

Gladly would I have given my life for him. I would 
tell him when I saw him next time; show him my 
gratitude, but the Dispenser of the World’s Light 
had other plans for me, for the next morning long before 
dawn I heard shouts, louder and louder they grew, 
until screams became shrieks. Feet hurried backwards 
and forwards. My slaves came with the news, “The 
palace is surrounded!’’ 

“The Sultan, where is he?” 

‘His Imperial Majesty is alone in his own quarters, 
not even seeking the company of his favourite Eunuch 
Nadin.” 
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Hysterical women huddled together, glad of com- 
panionship, forgetful that but the day before they were 
enemies. 

One of the aides-de-camp was sent by the Sultan 
to wave a white cloth as a sign of surrender, although 
no shots had been fired. 

Many of the servants, fearing death, had escaped 
during the night, while the eunuchs, many of them 
hysterical, with nobody left to terrorise, hid amongst 
the harem women. 

After the surrender I begged my eunuch to beseech 
the Sultan to see me. 

The eunuch returned to say he could not get near 
the Imperial apartments, but that we were to prepare 
to leave. To leave? The words sounded as a death 
sentence to me. My first thought was for my jewels. 
T loaded myself and my slaves with them. 

The slaves told me many of the harem women had 
gone over to the side of the enemy, and had had some 
of the eunuchs tortured as repayment for past miseries. 

The following day Pera presented a dismal spectacle 
of a procession of eunuchs, slaves, servants, spies, 
fortune-tellers, food-tasters, astrologers and hundreds 
of hangers-on. Nadin, the favourite eunuch of the 
Sultan, had turned against his royal master, and was 
spared to escape with a vast accumulation of gold. 

The harem women were questioned by the Grand 
Vizier and other heads of the departments as to their 
home address. Many telegrams were despatched to 
these homes asking relatives to come and take away 
their daughters or cousins. They waited until their 
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relatives came, simple country and hill folk, many of 
them from my native Georgia. Others, without rela- 
tives, and unwilling to return to their mountain homes, 
joined other harems, prominent among these being 
an old Imperial harem still in Constantinople. 

For myself, I waited the order of the Sultan. I knew 
he would command me. Where he went I cared not, 
Sultan or not, was he not my master? 

My eunuch told me the Magnificence of the World 
was no longer the ruler, and laughed and clapped his 
hands when I asked to be taken to His Imperial 
Highness. 

“Taken to him?” he mocked me. “He is gone.” 

“Gone? Dead?” I forced out the words. 

“No, Sultana, not dead, but gone away.” 

“When? Where?” 

“Yesterday, late at night, he drove in a carriage 
surrounded by weeping servants. Three Sultanas were 
with him, his two sons, eunuchs and other servants. 
The Sultan will go far away. We shall see him no more. 
He was a cruel man. Allah alone knows.” 

I collapsed upon the floor in the utmost distress. 
The eunuch looked at me like a foolish schoolboy. 

“Sultana?” 

My eyes questioned him—words would not come. 

“The Sultan took his favourite white cat, perhaps 
for this reason there could not be another favourite 
taken,” and so saying he left the apartment. 

What was I to do? Had I better wait? Would the 
Sultan send for me? Surely he would. If only I had 
seen him to say good-bye! 
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The palace was now occupied by those who had 
deposed the Sultan and I had to go. 

Lola took me to the house of a Pasha whose wife 
she knew. There I was ill for many weeks, my health 
broke down. Week succeeded week, and no news came. 
Then I knew my mind must make itself up. I would 
hear no more. A slave, it was said, with the beauty 
of a rose garden left with the royal party. 

But I was loyal to my lord. How could he think of 
anything in the days before his departure; he to whom 
I owed all; he who had called me Heart of a Rose, 
Moon Face, and so many endearing names. Much as 
I longed for each day to come in the hope of a message, I 
knew within my heart that none would come. Fora woman 
has an extra sense at such times and needs not to be told. 

In my heart there would remain the memory of 
days when Nitisha was the favoured of the Shadow 
of Allah upon Earth. Only a few months before I had 
been the favourite. Now I was alone, perhaps forgotten. 
The past grieved me, and my tortured mind dwelt on 
it. Now and again I thought of my home in Georgia, 
and the hope of finding peace there began to influence 
me to return, 

I forced myself to get well. I sold many of my 
jewels, and thus provided myself with money to last 
the remainder of my life. 

My hostess urged me to go for a visit to my native 
country, and at last I started, accompanied by two 
maids and two slaves. The journey was a great deal 
different from that which I had taken those years 
before, and yet in this instance as in that my heart 
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ached. Yet I was still young and the air of my simple 
home would cure the heartache. 

The day came at last when I reached the house 
where I was born, 

It was my first shock. For the place was in ruins, 
blackened by smoke, its jagged walls shooting up into the 
silence of the hills like supplicating hands. All was silent. 
How I had imagined this return! How many times had 
it not comforted me, the thought of this homecoming. 
Wearily, with tears streaming down my cheeks, I touched 
the cold walls and turned away. I would visit my sister. 

We drove to her home, and as a surprise I asked for 
her by name, not giving mine. 

The servant stared at me. 

“Lady,” she said, “she is dead these two years, 
and my master has married again.” 

“Had your former mistress any children?” I asked. 

“None.” 

The second shock. I was alone now. My sister was 
dead. My home a ruin. The people I knew seemed to be 
less at ease with the Sultana Nitisha than they had been 
three years ago. My heart cried out to them. ‘You are my 
own people. I have thought of you, and envied you, and 
dreamed of you in the palace of Yildiz,” but my throat 
throbbed with emotion, and I looked from my soft 
hands to their work-worn ones, to their honest, fur- 
rowed faces, to their few belongings, and they spoke to me, 
not in words, but in the way changed conditions do. 

They said: 

“You are now no longer the daughter of a chieftain, 
You are the spoiled harem beauty your mother spoke 
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of. You have no place here. This was your country— 
it is no longer yours. This country can give you nothing, 
for here you will think of the past—a past none here 
shares with you, a past you must live in for the rest 
of your life.” 

Then a voice whispered: “The Shadow of Allah 
upon Earth may send for you . . .” but I knew that 
voice would have to be silenced. That cry would be the 
most difficult to quieten. That voice I would hear 
for ever. 

And so I came back to Constantinople. Not as 
Nitisha Sultana the favourite of a mighty Sultan, but 
as one who could not live away from the shadow of the 
glory she had known. Constantinople called, and I 
came, and there in a small house in view of Yildiz 
T lived—giving to charity, forgetting, remembering and 
waiting, waiting for the call to join my Imperial Lord, 
and although the seasons came and went, the jasmine 
threw its scent and mingled with that of the rose, and 
gave place to the cold winds from the Bosphorus, 
no call ever came, and to-day, old as I am, seeing 
everywhere a new Turkey where no woman is veiled 
and all are free, I live not their life. To me they are 
strangers, these women who are half men. They know 
nothing of the past glory that was mine—the memories 
that a flight of little birds darting across the fair waters 
of the Bosphorus can cause to appear before my eyes; 
for was not I, Nitisha Sultana, the favourite of the 
Shadow of Allah upon Earth? Allah Kerim! God 
have mercy upon me! 


